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1. INTRODUCTION 

Six more months of developments and discoveries 

 

This study is a sequel to one published by the Centre for Cultural Value last October1. It was 

triggered by all the international analysis quantifying the multiple impacts of Covid-19, the 

inter-relationships between those impacts, their possible consequences, and broader 

surveys of the pandemic’s interaction with the Cultural and Creative Sector like those in 

Cultural Trends, Art and culture in the viral emergency2.  Mine was not another of those 

studies. Measurements of the impacts already existed amongst all the other reports, and 

until the pandemic was over it was not possible to reach meaningful final conclusions about 

its consequences.   

My study aimed to do something different, to see the many learnings contained within the 

pandemic through a positive, forward-oriented lens.  Having absorbed information from 

thirty international networks and over ninety individuals in more than forty countries and 

territories in the period April-July 2021, it aimed to distill from that mountain of information 

and opinion some first lessons for the future – for the Cultural and Creative Sector and for 

the governments and public agencies supporting the businesses and artists making up the 

sector. Written mid-pandemic in the summer of 2021 it could only be an interim, indicative 

exercise, but it aimed to identify the most significant of those lessons and their possible 

consequences.   

When I finished writing that study I had not planned for a sequel, but the world now looks 

very different to the way it looked last August.  When that first study appeared the number 

of worldwide deaths reported by countries was approaching 5m.  Six months later the 

World Health Organisation has recalculated the figure after diagnosing significant national 

undercounting.  At the end of April 2022 the figure was re-estimated as 15m – three times 

the previous estimate3.   

Where I left the story last year, I outlined what felt the most important learnings for the 

Cultural and Creative Sector from all the experience of the pandemic’s first year. Many of 

the discoveries during that period pointed to new, better ways of working, of doing things 

and of living, but not all the more recent changes have been so positive. This study aims to 

account for those changes and to look afresh into the future.  It draws on the invaluable 

experience of the same group of international networks and colleagues as the original 

study. 

The original study referenced other impact studies, but at that point most were sectorally or 

geographically specific and I referenced them without giving emphasis to particular studies.  

Since then a major and important study published by UNESCO4 (Jun 2021) with BOP 

Consulting as their data and research partner has looked more comprehensively at the 

global impacts of Covid-19 on the Cultural and Creative Sector with analytically robust 

inclusivity, looking at how the sector was disrupted by Covid-19; at the different effects in 
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different countries, and at the online and digital fruits of the pandemic in both creative 

innovation and new patters of consumption. That study took account of three Impact and 

Policy Bulletins5 from the World Cultural Cities Forum (a network of 41 culturally active 

cities across the Americas, Europe, Asia and Australasia) also exploring the global impacts of 

Covid-19.  

It was followed by a UNESCO study looking ahead to cultural policy in a world changed by 

the experience of the pandemic  (Re / Shaping Policies For Creativity, Addressing culture as 

a global public good6). Meanwhile the dialogue between Covid-19 and the Cultural and 

Creative Sector in the UK was being exhaustively tracked in a 15-month study by the 

University of Leeds’ Centre for Cultural Value in collaboration with The Audience Agency 

and the Creative Industries Policy and Evidence Centre (Culture in Crisis, Impacts of Covid-

19 on the UK cultural sector and where we go from here7), tracking a journey they 

characterised as “from precarity to regeneration”.  

One of the largest-scale studies (Cultural Industries and the Covid-19 Pandemic -  

A European Focus8), published by Routledge in the last week of 2021 describes its purpose 

as “filling the literature gap about the European consequences of Covid-19, investigating the 

reactions and strategies of the main government and cultural players and the potential 

consequences of these emergency strategies for the future of the sector.” At the other end 

of the scale have been the short but useful overview updates of cultural responses to the 

pandemic around the world from deeply experienced globally networked agencies like The 

British Council9. There has also been a vertiginous torrent of updates on the regulatory 

responses around the world, coming, going, changing, being suspended, being re-

introduced, dealing with a plethora of issues like travel restrictions, quarantine regulations, 

certification of vaccination status, limitations of public gatherings and public events, physical 

and social distancing, the use of face coverings – plus innumerable other controls imposed 

on everyday life by governments around the world.   

All these reports and others like them contain detailed analysis of the impacts of Covid-19 

on the Cultural and Creative Sector, and are invaluable in deepening our understanding of 

the practical details of what has happened in the past two years. But the almost completely 

global impact of Covid-19 (at the time of writing only Nauru, Tuvalu, Micronesia, 

Turkmenistan and North Korea claim to have escaped10) coupled with the asynchronous way 

the pandemic has affected different communities differently at different times, would have 

made keeping track of all the global consequences of the pandemic, its incidence, advances, 

retreats, levels of lethality and the corresponding government responses a full-time project 

on its own. Instead, from that mountain of analytical information I have aimed to distil the 

pandemic’s most important lessons and learnings for the future.  

In the past year other studies have appeared with some of the same aims, opening out their 

lenses beyond narrow actuarial measurement of the damage wrought by the pandemic. 

With its mission “to challenge current and future leaders to shape a better world”, 

throughout its 75 years the Salzburg Global Seminar has illuminated the world’s policy 

universe in many different ways, with retreats in Austria’s Schloss Leopoldskron providing a 
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unique, almost monastic setting for their global exchanges.  The Forum has been at the 

forefront of thinking about global change since 1947, bringing together a rich mix of Fellows 

across generations, geographies, and sectors, most of whom would otherwise never meet, 

alchemically producing from that wide-ranging input imagined pictures of different possible 

futures.  For eight months in 2021 the Seminar brought together 91 fellows from 24 

countries to look into a future changed by the experience of Covid-19, the climate 

emergency and today’s other global challenges, looking at the possibility of transformative, 

collaborative change and the unique power of the arts to help shape that journey11. 

Another major study seeing the post-Covid world through a wider lens finds the world facing 

not one but four seismic disruptions.  Art and the World After This12, written by Canada’s 

David Maggs for The Metcalf Foundation, was written “after that point in history when we 

still believed we could understand the world through objective facts, predict the behaviours 

of natural systems, and intervene in life bit by bit in ways that would secure the results we 

desired and eliminate the ones we did not. It explores how the arts can serve a unique role in 

society as a catalyst for addressing these existential challenges, arguing this must be done 

not by instrumentalising the arts but by the arts doing those things which only the arts can 

do”. 

And all that analytical work has been complicated by the different phases we can now see in 

the way people’s experiences of the journey coloured their responses.   

In the spring of 2020 before the seriousness of the threat was widely understood, many 

people supposed Covid-19 would prove to be an intense but short-run shock to the Cultural 

and Creative Sector, and that ‘business as usual’ would quickly return.   

Then, as the severity and scale of the crisis became clearer, the need for operating and 

behavioural changes until the pandemic was over became more insistent. Some of those 

changes were short-term accommodations with the pandemic, but others quickly started to 

look like better versions of life before Covid-19. The phrase ‘the new normal’ started gaining 

widespread currency, with the innuendo that changed versions of ‘life before’ could 

represent improvements – the idea of ‘building back better’ had its roots in this period.  

Then came the arrival of fresh variants of the virus which triggered renewed outbreaks and 

a deeper sense of uncertainty about how and when the world would start to emerge from 

the crisis.   

And all of these effects were dizzyingly asynchronous. Different communities and countries 

managed their responses differently, causing all these effects to play out in different ways 

around the world on different timescales. Then, with the second half of 2021, a new 

movement started to drive both government and community responses, a frustration with 

all the restrictions and regulations triggered by the pandemic and an impatience just to 

return to ‘business as usual’, consigning the important learnings and lessons of the 

pandemic to the same history as the pandemic itself.  All this time the many studies of the 

pandemic’s unprecedentedly global impact were themselves coloured by these evolving 
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responses, so according to when they appeared their centres of gravity and the level of 

optimism or pessimism they expressed read differently.      

In this study I do not aim to do any of the things comprehensively done in those other 

studies.  My aim is both more complex and also simpler.  The journey of living through the 

Covid-19 pandemic will leave us with a range of transformative experiences unique in recent 

history, and those experiences contain a profound range of lessons and learnings.  Some of 

them are learnings we could forge better long-term futures by absorbing.  Others are 

lessons about things we have learned we do not want as part of our future. That mapping 

task is impossible to achieve comprehensively, but I hope that with our greater experience 

than when I wrote the first study we can at least see the picture a little more clearly, and 

understand more fully the larger worlds of which all these individual phenomena are vitally 

connected parts.   

Key sources are individually referenced, with links where they exist online, and quotes from 

those sources appear in italics.  Material drawn from sources outside the Cultural and 

Creative Sector is included where it carries useful lessons for the sector.  Where assertions 

appear without supporting evidence, they reflect conversations and written exchanges 

throughout the past two years with the many colleagues around the world gratefully 

identified in the Acknowledgements.    

 

  



- 8- 
 

2. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

The breadth and depth of the damage caused by COVID-19 reflects some attributes specific 

to the virus and the pandemic it caused.  It is truly global in a way that not even the two 

World Wars were global. The recurrent, asynchronous waves of the disease washing around 

the planet, the resourcefulness of the new variants they have spawned, COVID-19’s 

insidiously invisible asymptomatic forms and Long Covid effects, those have together all 

exacerbated the effects of the virus.    

My original study last autumn13, inspired by all the attempts to analyse the multiple impacts 

of Covid-19 on the Cultural and Creative Sector, aimed to start deriving from that mountain 

of retrospective evidence some forward-looking, more positive messages, of lessons and 

learnings from the pandemic that would benefit both the sector and the governments and 

agencies that invest in its work.   

Unless some escape variant of Covid-19 reignites the journey of the past two years, it does 

seem reasonable now to view the pandemic in most parts of the developed world as nearing 

its end – though as I write this paragraph that is far from being the situation in China.  But in 

many places live culture is returning (albeit with some residual restrictions and hesitancies) 

as our towns and cities start limping back to life.  International travel, while still confusingly 

regulated, is becoming possible again.  Most of the time we can now read the whole of 

people’s faces as they talk rather than speaking to a masked void, and we no longer feel the 

need to stand glacially distant during those conversations.  The UK Government has 

declared a national move to unregulated “Living with Covid14”, though given the steep rise 

in spring 2022 infection rates it is often being characterised instead as ‘Living with No 

Restrictions’. Much of the world is starting to look more as we remember it from the pre-

Covid era, beginning to feel like a geological era very distant from the post-Covid world. 

But looking around us, for all the elements of familiarity there are also changes.  We walk 

past shuttered shops and bars and theatres that we know are unlikely ever to reopen. 

Services that used to be provided quickly and efficiently are randomly slow and 

disorganised, reflecting staffing fallout from the pandemic. Around the world public 

spending cuts reflect the ways government finances as a whole are having to be hastily 

rebuilt after the multiple economic shocks of Covid-19.  Social invitations are often caveated 

with anxious questions about vaccination status. In many places traffic flows are still 

sufficiently reduced for it to be possible to hear birdsong, despite the quarter of a million 

stray cats in the UK said15 to reflect people being unable to visit vets during lockdowns to 

have their cats neutered.   

Looking around the world’s Cultural and Creative Sector as a whole we see the results of the 

unprecedented explosion of online, virtual, digital and hybrid culture which we have 

become steadily more experienced at navigating during the last two years.  We can see how 

artists and organisations have quickly gained both far more comfort and confidence in 

working in the digital world and also finding much greater expressive breadth in the ways it 
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can be used.  Some of these new online offerings, which greatly expand access to the arts 

for many communities previously excluded, will not outlast the pandemic, but it is clear that 

artists have found creative windows into a new future they have no intention of allowing to 

close, encouraged by the way technological and cost challenges have fallen away in what 

have fast become new mass markets.   

We are also seeing evolving changes in the relationship between cultural institutions and 

their audiences and communities. After a lifetime of accumulating experience in 

communicating with their communities, the past two years have posed completely fresh 

challenges for cultural producers and presenters.  Suddenly there was no upcoming 

programme to communicate, nor any authoritative sense of when programming would 

resume or cultural buildings would re-open.  For some organisations that represented an 

existential crisis, but others were inspired to rethink the whole nature of their relationships 

with their communities, looking for fresh ways those relationships could be given real depth 

beyond the crisply transactional approaches of earlier times. 

Some of the most far-reaching international lessons and learnings from these two years 

have been in the kinds of approach to leadership and business strategy that have proved 

most effective in navigating the crisis.  That has been true equally for cultural organisations 

big and small, where the informal agility and organisational versatility of small organisations 

often made riding the tumultuous waves of the pandemic easier than it proved for bigger 

institutions, structurally siloed and uncomfortable with trackless uncertainty and 

discontinuity.  It has become ever clearer that the old-style command-and-control 

leadership approaches are hopelessly ill-suited to times of rapid, volatile and unpredictable 

change. These have been years when the Cynefin16 categorisation of situations as clear, 

complicated, complex or chaotic has seemed more relevant than ever, and the sudden 

explosion of mutual-help networks crossing all normal boundaries of geography, artform, 

scale and profit/non-profit status gave leaders an enormously valuable new way of sharing 

their experiences and together surmounting the challenges of the pandemic. 

The situation with management is more complex.  In the case of leadership, at least in the 

Cultural and Creative Sector there has been little evidence of any gravitational pull back 

toward the old-school approaches derailed by the onset of Covid-19. However that balance 

in issues of management is more finely nuanced, with the lure of returning to ‘business as 

usual’ seeming stronger than in the case of leadership. It has been particularly instructive in 

writing this study to listen attentively to the young voices at the Salzburg Global Seminar17, 

who in these issues – as so many – sound like the authentic voices of a new, 

uncompromisingly radical future. 

For the sector as a whole the pandemic shone a fiercely revealing light on the whole issue of 

work – what it is, how and where we do it, and how we are contracted and remunerated.  

Now we realise that a third of the sector’s global workforce are not full-time institutional 

employees but instead work in a range of freelance, contract and self-employed modes, the 

sector can no longer evade the professional and moral responsibility to embrace those 

essential workers in more supportive and engaged ways. In truth, it should not have needed 
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the disturbing rise in mental health issues and cases of burnout stress and feelings of 

exclusion for us to recognise the challenges the sector needs to address with its workplace 

cultures and practices.  And we do not have far to look for some of the answers.  

Throughout the pandemic, kindness and a rekindled sense of community became inspiringly 

recurrent aspects of pandemic life, with the very word kindness experiencing a sudden 

rebirth and the Be Kind Movement18 seeking to develop empathetic emotional intelligence 

in young people as part of their preparation for adult life. 

During the pandemic lockdowns many people’s normal workplaces were shuttered 

overnight with no opportunity for planning or preparation, and we began the 

unprecedented worldwide experiment in working from home, or ‘living in work’ as it often 

became characterised, like the overnight explosion in online culture when live culture was 

suddenly extinguished. The gradual opening up of societies around the world is now leading 

to a complex debate about the balance of advantages between regimented attendance in 

communal workplaces and the pragmatic flexibility of working from home – or indeed 

anywhere else, Working from Away it is now sometimes called.  As in the case of online 

culture, we are transitioning from the absolutist experience of the last two years into a 

complex journey toward a more nuanced hybrid world, which could offer us enormous 

benefits if we manage the transition and the destination successfully.     

From the start, one of the clearest global lessons of the pandemic has been how uneven 

was governments’ comprehension of the Cultural and Creative Sector around the world. 

That pointed to the urgent need to help governments understand the sector fully and 

deeply enough to be able to support it in realistic ways, so as to harvest the many different 

fruits which a thriving cultural sector pays back to society. Several studies have now started 

to explore which nations’ governments best understood and responded to the challenges of 

the pandemic for the Cultural and Creative Sector, from which there will be important 

lessons to learn for the future.  One of them will certainly be the need for the sector to 

create effective informational advocacy programmes addressed to policy makers and 

political stakeholders, helping them better understand the structure and dynamic of the 

sector’s complex trans-national ecology, and based on that understanding develop 

investment and support programmes more likely to have certain, positive and resource-

efficient results. 

In the early days before the pandemic’s seriousness was widely understood there was a 

general expectation that Covid-19 would prove an intense but short-run shock and ‘business 

as usual’ would quickly return as after a bad dream. It was only when the severity and scale 

of the crisis became clearer, profoundly changing the ways people worked and lived, that 

some of those changes started to look like better versions of life before Covid-19, and the 

appealing idea of a ‘New Normal’ starting winning currency, broadening out into New 

Normals.  Now, the dilemma of where to return to the status quo ante and where we should 

instead develop new, better normals learned from the past two years is finely balanced. 

There are some days and situations which seem excitingly full of learning and fresh 
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opportunities. On others we are slithering miserably back to some of the worst behaviours 

and work practices of pre-Covid times.   

We are now at a critical fork in that road. We know from innumerable experiences of the 

Covid-19 years that we can do so many things better, some in evolved improved ways, 

others in wholly transformed ways.  We know that the lessons and learnings of the past two 

years could allow us to live better lives, professionally and personally.  The choice is now 

ours, and it is not an institutional choice.  It is a choice each one of us needs to make 

individually.  Every one of us carries our own element of the shared responsibility to absorb 

the positive learnings from the wild world of Covid-19 into our lives.  Thrilling doors have 

been opened into the possibility of a different way of being, a state of permanently 

unleashed creativity where it becomes the new normal always to be thinking what could we 

do better.  We are at a defining moment of long-term choice like the woodland traveller in 

Robert Frost’s The Road not Taken19, but for us as individuals and as a society the right 

choice is clearer than it was for Frost. 
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3. TWIN CHALLENGES OF CRISIS AND CHANGE 

Managing in a VUCA world 

 

In the six months since my original study the darkening sense of global crisis has only grown.  

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has had extensive international repercussions, far greater than 

at first foreseen, and in many countries the growing economic and social headwinds are 

triggering traumatising cost of living challenges20.   The global sense of deepening, multiple 

crises was well captured by Niall Ferguson (Milbank Family senior fellow at Stanford’s 

Hoover Institution and author of Doom: The Politics of Catastrophe) in a recent study of 

how, at times like these, it can seem that the different crises are somehow actually 

precipitating one another21. 

The description of situations as VUCA (volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous) dates 

from the writing of Warren Bennis and Burt Nanus22, entering wider use as the judgement 

of the US Army War College on the world after the collapse of the Soviet Union, but at many 

points in the past two years cultural leaders around the world would have recognised that 

characterisation as describing exactly the world in which they were working.  

Of the many challenges confronting the Cultural and Creative Sector during the pandemic, 

leading and managing through a period of vertiginous change has been one of the most 

profound. As Mitch Garber, Chairman of the international superbrand Cirque du Soleil drily 

said of his business planning when his company suffered overnight global collapse, “No one 

had ever modeled what we would do if we lost 100% of our revenue.”23   

All the challenges of managing during the pandemic derive in one way or another from the 

avalanche of change – changes in the operating and trading environment, technological 

change, communications changes, behavioural and psychological changes, in many cases 

changes that impacted companies’ very purposes. Some changes turned out to be short-

term operational shocks; others we are only now seeing as profound long-term, possibly 

permanent, changes in the world in which we work.    

And all the time leaders were showered with well-meant advice on how to respond to this 

kaleidoscope of change. In some of the advice there was a strong smell of desperation, but 

Harvard Business School met the need of the moment with Behaviours that help Leaders 

Manage a Crisis24, advising leaders to prioritise speed over precision, to adapt to changing 

circumstances boldly, to deliver reliably whatever the challenges they faced, and of course 

to engage deeply and empathetically with their teams. The whirling challenges of 

unforeseen change can define leaders – distinguishing with stark clarity those who rise to 

the occasion from those who do not. 

Some of the wisest thinking about coping with periods of extreme disruption came not from 

conventional management gurus but from younger, newer thinkers specifically focussing on 

organisational learning in extreme times.  Picking up from a study25 finding that only 15% of 

1,890 senior global executives were confident their leadership team was fit to lead through 
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future disruption, the global partnership Blue Ocean Brain26 identified the responses to 

disruptive change that characterised the most successful change leaders. Leading through 

disruptive change means dealing confidently with fast changing circumstances, putting 

adaptive versatility at the heart of their list. Recognising that most change is characterised 

by shifting and constantly re-aligning pressures rather than by a single consistent swell, 

another essential is agility in being able to re-orient perspectives, recognising the constant 

emergence of fresh drivers to the change journey.  There was also widespread evidence that 

companies with strong, clear and widely understood values, as a consistent compass in the 

storm of change, fared better than companies whose values were less clear, less consistent, 

or less generally understood and owned.  Recognising also that disruptive change causes 

uncertainty and uncertainty causes stress, approaches to change leadership characterised 

by empathy and compassion were almost invariably more successful than the traditional 

hierarchical processes of more stable times.  Meanwhile the 2020 Odgers Berndtson/ 

Harvard Business School study of organisational change that preceded Blue Ocean Brain’s 

work (Disruption: A Crisis of Confidence27) has chapter headings starkly signposting their 

thesis such as “Where has confidence in leadership gone?”, “Top drivers of disruption”, “A 

global crisis” and “Adapt or Die”. 

It is also helpful to see commonalities in cases where leaders have not faced change 

effectively, and John P Kotter’s classic study of why processes of intended change fail28 also 

shines light on how any change journeys can be derailed – by causes like failing to recognise 

and respect the urgency of the moment; not bringing together the right skills and 

experience in the team managing the journey; eyes not sufficiently focused on the driving 

vision and mission; hesitating when quick resolute action is needed to remove obstacles to 

the journey, and failing to spot the opportunity for quick wins during the constant buffeting 

of the change journey.  Faced with these challenges the first casualty of a crisis can easily be 

imagination, and the Boston Consulting Group’s Martin Reeves has argued throughout the 

pandemic years that those who shape the future will be those that can imagine it29.  

Many of the specific challenges of the vertiginous Covid-19 pandemic were unfamiliar and 

disorienting enough to cause many Cultural and Creative Sector leaders to lose confidence 

in their own leadership skills but, like Kotter’s work on change, some foundations of 

business analysis still retained their value in these new circumstances.  Understanding at 

each point what causes were likely to drive what observed effects, helping people judge the 

best remediation approaches, created a new context for classic techniques like the 

approach to Cause and Effect Analysis of  Professor Kaoru Ishikawa, refined over thirty years 

before it was published in 198930.   

Other approaches to understanding change like the Cynefin Framework31 by the Welsh 

knowledge-management analyst David Snowden (that forensically distinguishes the clear, 

the complicated, the complex and the chaotic) have also helped many leaders during the 

bumpy journey of the pandemic.  Covid-19 taught us that business models (or sectoral 

strategies and policies) that assume a world built on assumptions of linear rationality don’t 

help in these sudden eruptions of discontinuity.  Change is so fast, the complexity of the 
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problems so great, and the cultural context so important that using traditional tools to 

analyse problems, establish objectives, implement initiatives and evaluate results becomes 

impossibly cumbersome.  We need an entirely fresh kind of logic and epistemology, 

embracing complexity rather than shrinking from the additional dimensions it entails. 

Rejecting complexity often leads to new, transformative assumptions and frameworks being 

overlooked. 

And of course all the challenges contained in the disorienting tumult of change throughout 

the last two years sit on top of all the other challenges of leadership and management 

during a crisis.   
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4. LEADERSHIP 

Sheep, goats and the future 

 

Much of the writing about successful organisational leadership assumes there are common 

underlying principles, independent of the sector in which the leaders are operating. 

However, leaders in the Cultural and Creative Sector often describe the challenge of leading 

creative organisations as a specific one, different from other sectors and so needing 

different skills and approaches. But talking globally with Cultural and Creative Sector 

colleagues during the past two years about how their approach to leadership has evolved 

under the pressure of the pandemic, it has been striking to see how many of the lessons 

they learned as vertiginous month followed vertiginous month were similar to the lessons 

their peers in other businesses were learning.   

One area of near-universal agreement has been that old-style Procrustean approaches to 

leadership are hopelessly ill-suited to times of rapid change and galloping uncertainty. A 

thoughtful, detailed New York Times essay by the NYT’s Corner Office columnist and writer 

who covers the future of work, We Threw Out Any Plans We Had: CEOs Are Forced to 

Embrace Uncertainty32 summarises a very wide range of conversations with business 

leaders coming to terms with an evolving new world.  As the CEO of Homebase fondly 

remembered: “There was once a time when annual planning was anchored in reality. At the 

start of the year executives could determine, with some accuracy, what made sense for 

budgets and hiring, which made bold decisions easier to execute”.  With the onset of the 

pandemic “We threw out any plans we had, any budget, any road map”, and with those 

went the sense of experienced confidence that had previously been at the core of his 

leadership.  Finally, talking with the CEOs about the human dimensions of the pandemic 

years, the piece reported: “Some are finding humor in the tumult, whether in broken-up 

Zoom calls or meetings interrupted by hungry pets. It may be an interminable mess, but at 

least everyone is going through it together”. 

The Harvard Business Review has returned again and again to the pandemic’s implications 

for organisational leadership, and a January 2022 essay (Finding the Right Balance and 

Flexibility in Your Leadership Style33) took aim at the idea that a leader needs a fixed 

leadership style regardless of the context in which they are operating, recognising that a 

single approach is not going to meet the fast-changing kaleidoscope of challenges today’s 

leaders face. Rather than perfecting a single “leadership sweet spot”, the essay argues that 

leaders need to develop and broaden their “leadership sweet range”. The wider this range 

becomes the more versatile and effective the leader will be. 

The Journal of Change Management has also dug under the skin of the nature of leadership 

in times as volatile as the Covid years, and Fault Lines of Leadership: Lessons from the 

Global Covid-19 Crisis34 looks beyond learnings from the pandemic for today’s leaders to 

the many implications for leadership teaching and development.  The pandemic has 

particularly highlighted the intellectual qualities we need from leaders: 
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 Systemic thinking, and the ability to absorb and analyse environmental 

complexity 

 Confidence in updating one’s views as evidence changes 

 Reflective and critical thinking 

 Reasoning and ethical skills  

 A high level and wide range of instinctive internal and external 

communications skills 

 And with those skills the ability to ‘liquefy’ ideologies, and evaluate and 

judge one’s decisions in the context of the greater good.  

 

That list points to the need to revisit the role of higher education in developing these 

leadership qualities and build new foundations for reflective, relational, and responsible 

leadership.  

As the needs of leadership in crises become more clearly visible, we need to understand the 

forces that shape responsible leaders, their motivational drivers and the imprints of their 

education – with many other questions yet awaiting answers:  How can compassionate 

leadership become the norm rather than an exception? Why, and how, are practices 

different in different cultural and institutional contexts? How can we nurture more systemic 

and holistic qualities and move beyond the old myopic focus on the leaders?  These are not 

all new questions  In their 2016 article The Romanticization of Charismatic Leadership in 

the Arts35, Ben Walmsley and Melissa Nisbett warned against the seductive cult of 

personality and the need for a shift in focus from 'leaders' to 'leadership'. 

But it has been striking how much consensus there is around the world on the leadership 

lessons and learnings from the Covid-19 crisis. The UN Assistant Secretary-General and 

UNDP Regional Director for Asia and the Pacific, Kanni Wignaraja, writing specifically about 

experience in the Asia-Pacific region (Six leadership lessons from Covid-1936), highlights 

many of the same issues that have also been understood on other continents in other 

cultures:  

 

 We must be purpose-driven, not plan-driven 

 We need to make tough decisions, and be prepared to work through 

tough choices faster 

 The message changes all the time 

 So much is about being, and conveying hope, in the moment 

 We need always protect dignity, rights and values, virtually as well as 

physically 
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 And we need always remember the emotional volatility of staff in the 

frightening turmoil of a crisis. 

 

Pointers to behaviours that can help leaders navigate the swirling waters of crises like Covid-

19 have come thick and fast during the two years of the pandemic.  Many simply re-work 

old received wisdom, but a vivid essay in Forbes magazine (Leadership Lessons From A Year 

Of Covid-1937) by Bill Fischer, Senior Lecturer at MIT's Sloan School of Management and 

Emeritus Professor of Innovation Management at IMD, offers its own breezy blast of 

positivity: 

 

 Welcome to the Unknown 

The significance of such an unexpected global loss of life, and the sudden 

suspension of all normal economic activities, is both profound and 

instructive. 

 Be Curious About The Future 

We may not be able to predict the unknown, but it does behoove us to 

take it seriously 

 Look Upstream First  

One of the reasons for our slow, fumbling, fear-ridden first response to 

the Covid pandemic is that in too many instances we were facing in the 

wrong direction 

 Be Outside-in 

Our unthinking failure to look upstream is largely due to leadership’s 

vestigial instinct to focus inside-out, despite the fact that everything we 

know today about successful strategy and innovation argues for the 

primacy of an outside-in perspective 

 Be Experimental: Place Many Bets in Parallel 

In the unknown, putting all your bets on one horse is to bet the entire 

enterprise on luck. Small bets, many small bets made in parallel, are a far 

better approach to addressing the unknown 

 Be Daring 

As frightening as it can be, the unknown is no place for modest ambitions 

 Be Open: Look to the Edge 

Innovators know well that change starts from the edges of a sector 

 Never underestimate innovative energies, especially from unexpected 

places 

One of the most reassuring lessons of the Covid-19 experience has been 
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the number of alternative approaches to traditional practices that arose 

from unlikely places 

 Be Imaginative 

We are presently all hostages to a colossal failure of leadership 

imagination, worldwide 

 Be an Explorer, Not A Discoverer 

Our societal failures in the face of the Covid pandemic also provide a 

stunning reminder of how powerful an “explorer” leadership mindset is, 

when compared with a “discoverer” mindset 

 

Sweden’s global strategy implementation consultancy BTS, its team spread across 53 

countries and including amongst its clients sixty of the US Fortune 100, has its own 

perspective on lessons for leaders around the world from the experience of the pandemic 

(Leadership lessons from Covid-19, Building Future Ready Leaders38), seeing many of the 

same core truths emerging: 

 

 Seizing Momentum - One of the most common characteristics of leaders 

who struggle during crisis is an overreliance on processes. During such 

extraordinary circumstances, leaders need to step out of the processes-

based rigmarole and seize the opportunity to lead their teams 

 Purposeful Strategy – Effective leadership is being able to see 

connections and interdependencies. Seeing the larger picture enables 

leaders to take sharp, swift decisions with minimal repercussions.  

Successful leaders, instead of looking at current trends, envisioned future 

scenarios and then looked back. 

 Leadership maturity - Emotionally mature leaders embark upon a path of 

holistic development from early on. It is a path of multiple growth, where 

a leader continues to deepen their own understanding, becoming a role 

model for others, and at the same time handling crises more confidently. 

 Empathy - One of the most significant traits a leader should possess, even 

more crucial in times of crisis. 

(more on the much-cited issue of empathy in a moment…) 

 Final thoughts - In a volatile and dynamic world, at the turbulent 

frontiers of disruption, it is vital to be fully ready for change, seeing 

change as an opportunity to learn rather than resisting it for fear of 

failure. As you grapple with the uncertainty, do not get imprisoned in 

narrow, linear thinking which can be constrictive. Instead, explore 

multiple different ways of approaching the same problem. 
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Forbes in 2020 (Strategy In Unpredictable Times: Four Lessons From The Covid-19 Crisis39) 

saw the core lessons of the pandemic for business strategy in the same terms:  

  

 Leaders Have Flexible Mental Models 

The Covid-19 pandemic seems to have taken many Western countries by 

surprise. In early March, Spanish and French officials were slow to read 

the lessons from the crisis unfolding in neighbouring Italy. UK and US 

authorities were slower still. Contrast this with the prompt and efficient 

response of authorities in Vietnam, Hong Kong, South Korea, Taiwan and 

several other Asia-Pacific countries. 

 Leaders Don’t Wait To Act 

We have forgotten it already, but a key motto in the early stages of the 

pandemic was “Don’t panic!” Many business and non-profit executives 

thought they should await government directives before taking any 

drastic measures: confident leaders, they assumed, “Keep calm and carry 

on.” 40  In hindsight, it is clear that the leaders for whom we now have the 

greatest respect are those who did not wait for government directives, 

and instead took the initiative to “tear up everything”, though the 

pandemic work done by the Centre for Cultural Value also highlighted the 

positive role of strong leaders networks, as in Greater Manchester where 

venues’ decisions about shutting down were influenced by information 

dissemination and support. 

 But in times of great uncertainty it is worth remembering that leaders 

are, quite simply, those who lead, based on their own values and 

priorities; not those who wait and take their cues from others. 

 Leaders Have Ready-made Plans 

In France, hundreds of Covid-19 patients from regions overwhelmed by 

the pandemic were evacuated across the country in medicalized high-

speed TGV trains. Many lives were saved. Choreographing this high-risk 

operation was possible only because detailed plans had been laid out and 

rehearsed in advance. Because of plans for a pandemic? Not at all. The 

scenario was based on a terrorist attack.  We cannot have plans for all 

contingencies, but it is much easier to repurpose a plan written for 

another scenario than to improvise a new one. Leaders do not use 

uncertainty as an excuse to give up plans. They view uncertainty as 

another reason to plan for the contingencies they can anticipate – and to 

be flexible in adjusting the plans later. 

 Leaders Encourage Risk-taking 

Faced with a shortage of equipment to fight Covid-19, a group of Italian 

doctors and engineers had the idea of repurposing a €30 snorkelling 
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mask. The patent to adapt the mask to an ICU ventilator, using a 3-D 

printed valve, was made available for free. Of course, no guarantees were 

given about the medical efficacy of this jury-rigged recreational product. 

But Decathlon, the sporting goods retailer who sold the Easybreath mask, 

did not hesitate to donate its entire inventory to hospitals in need.  

Leadership in times of crisis requires breaking some of the rules that are 

designed for normal times. Great leaders know this: they cover for those 

who break the rules. 

 F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote that “The test of a first-rate intelligence 

is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in mind at the same time and still 

retain the ability to function.” The test of a first-class strategist under 

uncertainty is a similar one: it is the ability to hold two opposed plans (or 

more) in mind at the same time. And still to lead. 

 

Alongside all the claims by leaders of having mastered the art of leadership during the 

pandemic, as a sunbeam of refreshing honesty the Financial Times invited a lustrous panel 

of global CEOs and leaders to reveal their pandemic failures and what they learnt from them  

(Leaders’ Lessons: The value of mistakes41).  A Singapore leader reported “My biggest error 

in 2020 was falsely thinking that the management of the pandemic was a finite game we 

had to win. When we were into the second month of lockdown, I thought I was solving by 

having positive cash flow for the months to come. I spent evenings poring over spreadsheets, 

contracts and tactics, preparing for difficult conversations with stakeholders.  Months on, it 

struck me that this [crisis] is a shape-shifting, forward and backward, infinite round of 

games. We may or may not know when the whistle blows.”  

Looking inward towards his team, an HR Director confessed: “One of my lasting insights 

from the last 12 months is that while we are all in the same storm, we are not all in the same 

boat. It might feel like we’re in the same crisis, but the realities and demands of this crisis are 

so very different for each individual.”  

And from New York in another inward-facing response,  “My learning has been to stop 

considering office-based or homeworking as an either-or, but rather as a spectrum that is all 

about contexts and choices. The insight has been that our people work within different 

modes, which determines different needs on the spectrum of engagement. Some modes will 

need face-to-face conversations where other interactions can be as simple as a text. The 

need for leaders is to create an environment that accommodates all those modes —and 

provides for as many choices as the context requires.” 

Perhaps more discussed than any other single leadership issue has been the introduction of 

the idea of ‘empathy’ into the toolkit of successful leaders, and in Covid’s early months 

there seemed universal agreement that empathetic leaders succeeded more consistently 

through the torrent of daily challenges of the pandemic. (Turbulence ahead: new leaders 

required, FT42).   
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Ethical Leadership and related issues like belonging and inclusion were already becoming 

more central in the workplace, with mission and margin, profit and principle, success and 

significance becoming inseparably linked. Covid-19 amplified and accelerated that journey, 

compelling organisations to invest in fostering a culture of moral and ethical leadership.   

As the pandemic etched deeper and deeper behavioural learning into organisations’ 

cultures, empathy then started to feel a necessary but not a sufficient aspect of 

organisational leadership. Compassion was also needed, as something distinct from 

empathy (Connect with Empathy, but Lead with Compassion, Harvard Business Review43). 

“For close to two years leaders have been thrust into the role of helping teams recover from 

the grief and loss of the pandemic, buoying the declining mental health of their employees, 

being sensitive to people’s anxieties and often publicly sharing their own vulnerabilities 

along the way. Of course this kind of empathy is important for good leadership. But too 

much of it can be a problem, weighing you down. Instead of carrying that burden of 

empathy, you should learn the uplifted experience of compassion. This is a massive shift in 

how leaders engage with their teams, a shift that greatly benefits all sides. It begins with 

understanding the difference between empathy and compassion”. 

And it is not only in Harvard that approaches to the role of empathy in leadership are being 

rethought.  A long way from the cerebral world of business schools, Scott Stirrett, founder 

and CEO of Venture for Canada (a charity that fosters entrepreneurial skills in young 

Canadians) has come to the same conclusion, writing in Canada’s Globe and Mail  (The 

world needs more compassion, not empathy44): “While empathy refers to your ability to 

take the perspective and feel the emotions of another person, compassion is when those 

feelings and thoughts include the desire to help. In practical terms, an empathetic response 

to your friend getting in a car accident is to visualize what it feels like for them, whereas a 

compassionate response is about asking your friend how they are feeling and how you can 

be of support.”    

One other issue that kept recurring as I wrote the first study was the the high degree of 

alignment between successful national responses to the pandemic and leadership by 

women.  Jacinda Adern in New Zealand, Tsai Ing-wen in Taiwan, Metter Frederiksen in 

Denmark, Katrín Jakobsdóttir in Iceland, Sanna Marin in Finland, Erna Solberg in Norway and 

Angela Merkel in Germany were cited many times as leaders whose personal style and 

approach had succeeded both in navigating successful paths through the crisis and in 

bringing their people with them. Their combination of evidence-based rationality, believably 

authentic empathy, and a collaborative overall approach seemed to be achieving results 

where old-school models of leadership have been less successful, as the New Work Times 

was already reporting in August 2020 (Why Are Women-Led Nations Doing Better With 

Covid-19?  A new leadership style offers promise for a new era of global threats45) 

Since then, many people looking analytically at leadership styles have come to the same 

view, that there is mounting evidence that the leadership styles of women have often 

proved better suited to navigating the twists and turns of the Covid pandemic and 

therefore, by extension, possibly better suited to other kinds of unforeseen destabilising 

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/topic/compassion/definition
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crises.  One of the most compelling studies, widely reported when it appeared, came in 

January 2021 from the Social Science Research Network, Leading the Fight Against the 

Pandemic: Does Gender ‘Really’ Matter?46, echoing the thoughtful work done after the 

2008/09 financial crisis on gender and approaches to risk47. Observing that since the start of 

pandemic the relationship between national female leaders and their effectiveness in 

handling the crisis has received much media attention, the paper asks if there is a 

significant, systematic relationship between the gender of the national leader and the 

number of Covid-cases and deaths in the first quarter of the pandemic. Using a dataset of 

194 countries the paper finds that Covid outcomes were systematically better in countries 

led by women, and that this appears to be explained by the proactive, coordinated and 

compassionate policy responses they adopted.   

In Fortune magazine in March 2021 Michal Katz, head of investment and corporate banking 

at Mizuho Americas, reached the same conclusion (The Covid crisis shows why we need 

more female leadership48), as did Peter H. Huang, Professor and DeMuth Chair of Business 

Law at the University of Colorado Law School (Put More Women in Charge, and Other 

Leadership Lessons from Covid-1949).  There has been debate about the role of gender in 

leadership cultures ever since there have been female business leaders, which will surely 

continue as long as leadership is studied, but after two years there does now seem to be 

accumulating and objective evidence that aspects of the kinds of organisational leadership 

most associated with women leaders have proved consistently effective during the high 

wire challenge of leading organisations during the two years of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

 

In my first study, the lessons identified by the pandemic for organisational leadership were 

still a diverse bunch of hunches and instincts.  Now, after two years’ experience of 

leadership through this extended period of global disruption and discontinuity, it is possible 

to see those lessons more clearly and consistently.  
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5. MANAGEMENT 

Learnings for company culture  

 

Writing the first study there was often a kind of interchangeability between the learnings for 

organisational leadership and for issues around management, but in the intervening months 

that position has evolved in some important ways.  Broadly the learnings for organisational 

leadership have become clear – that some ways of leading teams and organisations in the 

Cultural and Creative Sector have proved better suited than others to surmounting an 

existential and completely unforeseen crisis. Talking with colleagues around the world, 

there is a large extent of agreement about those learnings, and that it will be to the gain of 

the Cultural and Creative Sector generally for leaders to adopt those approaches. 

The situation with management is more complex.  In the case of leadership, at least in the 

Cultural and Creative Sector, there has been little evidence so far of gravitational pull back 

toward the old-school approaches that were so often spectacularly derailed by the onset of 

Covid-19.  However that balance in issues of management and organisational culture is at 

the time of writing this study more finely nuanced, and the lure of returning to ‘business as 

usual’ (see section 16) seems stronger in some of that territory than in the case of 

leadership.   

Many aspects of management fuse organically with issues around organisational and 

company culture, and the two years of the pandemic have seen many organisational 

cultures within teams and companies evolve to better support and empower people 

working in those places.  The Non-Profit Quarterly has been tracking these trends during the 

pandemic, and in February 2022 published A Call for Change in Organisational Culture50, 

triggered by the lesson seemingly contained in The Great Resignation51 (see section 10) 

about employees’ dissatisfaction with their working culture that was causing them to leave 

their roles in eye-watering numbers during the pandemic.  The Non Profit Quarterly 

diagnosed the need for organisations to build what they described as a ‘worker-centered 

culture’, setting out the steps needed to take to achieve that change: 

 

 Developing a culture of care 

Too many organisations continue to think of culture narrowly as the ways 

in which things are said and done, rather than as a vessel through which 

advancement for all constituents of an organisation or company can 

progress. This must change. 

 Implementing Wellbeing Strategies 

The notion of care needs to be incorporated into the culture of 

organisations and companies in a way that is authentic to the 

employees.  
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 Acknowledging and Rewarding Skillsets and Talent   

People recognize when they are being taken for granted, and it is only a 

matter of time before they recognize that they deserve better. 

Appreciation for good talent must transcend words. 

 Prioritising Trust-Centered Managerial Training:  

People do not leave jobs, they leave bad managers. Managers need 

continuous training, and people-skills need to be part of that training. 

One of the core trainings likely to be useful is training on how to avoid 

micromanagement. Training on trust and flexibility are crucial to 

management. Managerial and supervisory training can be a game 

changer for organisations who want to have company longevity in 

employee retention. 

 Incorporating Remote and Hybrid Working Preferences:  

Covid-19 has forever impacted our working styles. It has allowed us to see 

that work as we had always done it was not the only way to do it.  

Allowing employees to have a say in which working style works for them 

and for the collective moving forward will be beneficial. 

 

The pandemic years have bequeathed us many different kinds of experience about ways of 

improving the culture inside organisations and teams.  While a focus on human-centered 

approaches has developed more recently, in the first months of the pandemic the 

consultants McKinsey saw the route forward in different, more output-focused terms, as set 

out in Reinventing the organisation for speed in the post-Covid-19 era52, seeing the 

headline lessons more in terms of the pandemic having revealed cultural scleroses in need 

of acceleration: 

 

 The need for speed: No turning back 

 Re-inventing the organisation for speed 

 Unleashing sustainable speed is a process 

 Speed up and delegate decision-making 

 Step up execution excellence 

 Cultivate extraordinary partnerships 

 Flatten the structure 

 Unleash nimble, empowered teams 

 Rethink the roles of CEOs and leaders 

 Make hybrid work work 
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 Field tomorrow’s leaders today 

 Learn how to learn 

 Now is the time 

 

Somewhere between those two approaches, coming two thirds of the time between them, 

lies Odgers Berndtson’s How do you unleash the power of a positive corporate culture?53 

from a leader in their Frankfurt team, working from the premise that a defining component 

of organisational culture is our shared value-system. Companies are quick to insist they 

believe in values like trust, integrity, responsibility and agility, but too often they are just 

values for values’ sake.  In reality, they are what an organisation facing rapid change will 

need to survive.  The paper then focuses on how organisations need to act if they are to 

make sense of those values.   

One of the clearest and most immediate indicators of a well-connected and internalised 

company culture is the avoidance of departmental walls that dysfunctionally divide 

organisations and teams into ‘silos’, which was already a visibly significant issue in the first 

study. An organisation that encourages and prioritises cross-departmental and functionally 

connected working will be one which makes the very best of the available talent, and is 

more likely to spot sustainable solutions to intractable, unforeseen challenges.  

That needs a clear and explicit focus and rationale, so individuals see the value both to them 

and to the team of involving others in their work. There are many ways of catalysing cross-

functional collaboration, such as assembling teams from across the organisation and 

bringing them together to work on issues needing all their diverse perspectives to produce 

new ideas, but at bottom this is a profound issue of people’s understanding of their own 

relationship with the work they are doing, with the goals of that work, and with their 

colleagues. 

Few aspects of company culture are more corrosive than these silos and barriers, 

damagingly segmenting what should be organically connected processes, and few were as 

harshly exposed by the constantly morphing pressures of operation during the pandemic. It 

is one of the conclusions of the Salzburg Global Seminar54 that this is more than just a 

localised issue specific to individual organisations: “There was great resonance with the idea 

that the cultural sector is not unified enough with other sectors, often working too much in 

its own silo or echo chamber. Is the cultural sector doing enough to get closer to other 

sectors? This makes me wonder if we are in fact still working in silos with the “usual 

suspects”.   

The issue of dysfunctional organisational divisions also made its way into the Conclusions of 

the Seminar as a whole: 

 

 For collaborations to be meaningful, step outside of the silos and partner 

with unusual allies  
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 Create safe spaces for holding uncomfortable and dangerous discussions 

to build trust across divides 

 Co-create in the spirit of reciprocity and equity, with authenticity  

 Be aware who holds power and resources, and question privilege  

 Deconstruct, decolonize, and redefine what knowledge is  

 The creative power of the arts imagines new ways of seeing our shared 

humanity  

 Radical love, trust, joy and empathy must overcome fear, rage and threat 

 

So far, all these learnings and lessons are seen through the lenses of senior people 

responsible for management or leadership. It is also important to understand how people 

caught up in the turmoil of the pandemic, the staff working in organisations buffeted by the 

destabilising Covid journey, saw the efforts of their leaders to reflect the changing needs of 

the moment in the company cultures as experienced by staff.  The MIT Sloan Management 

Review’s analysis of 1.4 million employee-written reviews on Glassdoor55, How Companies 

Are Winning on Culture During Covid-1956, though it only reaches into the first half-year of 

the pandemic, contains interesting and encouraging results.  

There would have been every reason to expect to a story of widespread disaffection with 

corporate cultures - with the challenges of the shift to remote work, the decreased face-to-

face interactions that normally reinforce organisational culture, the savage economic 

downturn hitting many industries and a spike in layoffs all threatening to unravel the social 

fabric that holds companies together.  However the analysis has told a surprisingly different 

story.  

To assess how the pandemic influenced staff perceptions of organisational culture, the 

researchers looked month by month at how workers at Culture 500 companies57 rated their 

employer on different tests for the five years to August 2020, i.e. the 4½ pre-pandemic 

years.  The average culture rating across the companies showed a sharp jump upward 

between March and April 2020. Startlingly, the months of April to August 2020, which saw 

widespread lockdowns, shifts to remote work and layoffs, occupy the top five spots in terms 

of average culture ratings during the whole five-year period. 

A recurrent challenge in periods of disruptive change is the threat they can pose to an 

organisation’s sense of unity. One of the most destabilising factors from the past two years 

has been the mass exodus of employees from the workplace, in parallel with extensive 

hiring to bring on new ones, especially those with the new skills needed to address the 

changed world in which organisations were working. Relational dynamics have often been 

damagingly undermined without the opportunity to re-stitch the human seams, so 

companies have often been left with numerous separated camps of “we’s” and “they’s”. 

That can create one of the most dangerous organisational situations – trying to make good 

decisions from a detached position with incomplete information built on partial truths. It 
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was to help organisations cope with this situation that in March 2022 the Harvard Business 

Review published Ron Carucci’s Unifying Your Company’s Old Guard and New Arrivals58. 

One theme that stands out very generally during the pandemic has been the importance of 

clear, effective and open communications. Staff in Culture 500 companies gave many of 

their managers much higher marks in terms of honest communication and transparency 

during the first six months of the coronavirus pandemic than in any preceding year.  

Comfort and skill with crisis communications emerges as the most important single 

differentiator between companies that saw a significant boost in their culture values score 

during the pandemic and those that suffered a decline.   

In the successful companies employees also spoke highly about the level of integrity shown 

by many of their leaders and their organisations as a whole in dealing with the Covid-19 

crisis.  The top companies responded to environmental changes with more agility. Staff in 

the high-scoring companies were more positive about their employer’s focus on the 

external environment, readiness to experiment with new ways of working, flexibility of 

processes, and ability to evolve and execute strategy despite market changes. 

Of course, not all the news was good.  Other Culture 500 employees spoke more negatively 

about their company’s diminished agility during the first six months of Covid-19 compared 

with the preceding year, and about the level of bureaucracy, the complexity of processes, 

the delay in responding to changes, and a disabling lack of entrepreneurship.  Overall, as a 

commentary on crisis leadership from the perspective of the employees, the study contains 

fascinating evidence for the extent to which staff in the organisations valued similar 

organisational cultures to the leaders, encouragingly validating the advice given to leaders 

during the past two years.  

All of these issues bear on the larger issue of the way work itself may change as a result of 

the experience of the Covid crisis, and in 11 Trends that Will Shape Work in 2022 and 

Beyond59 the Harvard Business Review has tried to extract from the experience of the past 

two breathless years some possible future indicators. “We have been living through the 

greatest workplace disruption in generations, and the level of volatility will not slow down in 

2022. New Covid variants will continue to emerge and may cause workplaces to temporarily 

go remote again. Hybrid work will create more unevenness around where, when, and how 

much different employees are working. Many employees will be greeted with real wage cuts 

as annual compensation increases fall behind inflation. These realities will be layered on top 

of longer-term technological transformation, continued DE&I journeys, and ongoing political 

disruption and uncertainty.” The defining trends they expect to shape workplaces in 2022 

are: 

 

 Fairness and equity will be the defining issues for organisations. 

 Many managerial tasks will be automated away, creating space for 

managers to build more human relationships with their employees. 
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 The complexity of managing a hybrid workforce will drive some 

employers to require a return to the office. 

 The tools we use to work remotely will become the tools that help 

measure and improve performance. 

 To compete in the war for knowledge worker talent, some companies will 

shorten the work week rather than increase pay. 

 Wellness will become the newest metric companies will use to understand 

their employees. 

 DE&I outcomes will worsen in a hybrid world without intervention. 

 

Other analysists would have other lists, but many of those predictions do line up with pre-

existing trends overlaid on the topsy turvy experience of the transformed world of work 

during the two Covid years. 

 

These lessons and learnings for leaders and managers from the searing experience of Covid-

19 all have value, and will each play their own parts in evolving our work and our 

workplaces in the post-Covid world. But at the core of the responsibility of leadership is the 

strategic mapping and business engineering of organisations, and it may be in the realm of 

business strategy that our working lives are most profoundly changed in the years to come 

from the tumultuous experience of the Covid-19 global pandemic.   
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6. BUSINESS STRATEGY 

Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the mouth” 60  
(Mike Tyson) 

 

Talking with leaders of many different kinds of cultural organisations around the world over 

these two years, many responsible for smaller and middle-scale companies supposed they 

were struggling where larger cultural institutions were somehow insulated from the 

pressures and challenges.  In fact, it has been striking to see how many of the large flagship 

cultural organisations were caught unprepared by the multiple assaults of the pandemic, 

lacking the agility that often came more easily and naturally to smaller companies.  In a long 

interview with the Financial Times in January 2022 (Cirque du Soleil’s Daniel Lamarre: from 

$1bn to zero revenues in 48 hours61) the executive vice-chair of the Canadian cultural 

megabrand Cirque du Soleil looked back over the terrifyingly sudden, wipe-out impact of the 

pandemic, telling a story which companies on all scales, from the whales to the minnows, 

would recognise as the experience of being suddenly overwhelmed by a destructive global 

tsunami. 

His whole story contains many insights into the pandemic’s impact on a company of Cirque’s 

presumed strength, but it is tellingly characteristic of the magical world of new circus that 

Lamarre kept his eyes focused on the future: “Like an Olympic athlete envisaging himself on 

the podium, Lamarre says he survived the long months after the circus went dark by 

visualising himself at the post-lockdown reopening. Lamarre reckons Cirque should be ready 

to premiere brand new shows again in 2023. The likely tone of these new productions is 

already clear: joy and celebration. Four or five different groups of creators came back to us 

and said: ‘We don’t want to do a dark show right now. We want to be very joyful.’” 

The impact of the pandemic on business strategies is not so different from its learnings for 

organisational leadership, so this is a shorter chapter, but some lessons specific to the 

business of organisational strategy are emerging from the experience of the past two years.  

As early as April 2020 the BCG Henderson Institute (Boston Consulting Group's strategy 

think tank, dedicated to sharing fresh thinking to equip tomorrow’s leaders to deal with 

tomorrow’s challenges) published Emerging Strategy Lessons from Covid-1962, recognising 

that the pandemic, in parallel with its challenges, at the same time represented an 

opportunity for organisations to step back and assess their strategic capabilities.  

As the context in which businesses operate was already becoming more dynamic, driven by 

the pace of technological change and the growing extent of interconnectedness, following 

on from Covid-19 we should expect other future shocks with similarly destabilising 

potential, whether the trigger comes from pandemics, cyberattacks, market crashes or 

other sources. Some of the shocks will come from sources external to the business world, 

some internal, and the BCG essay sets out their view of the lessons for business  

strategy:  
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 Think in multi-level systems for interconnected problems  

Companies are embedded in markets, themselves embedded in highly 

interconnected economies and societies, which are in turn embedded in 

natural ecosystems. In such nested complex adaptive systems, 

disturbances often cascade up from lower to higher levels and back down 

again, reshaping the whole system in the process. 

 Design and manage for resilience 

During stable times, companies tend to compete by building scale and 

static efficiency, and from that standpoint redundant resources and 

capabilities could seem wasteful. However, redundancy is one of the 

characteristics that we have identified that most increase the resilience of 

natural and social systems. 

 Create a sense of urgency and avoid complacency 

Even after the pandemic began spreading globally, many countries 

delayed ramping up exploring and adopting mitigation measures, and as 

a result the outbreak spread and intensified. However, other countries 

that had experienced previous coronavirus outbreaks, such as Singapore 

(SARS) and Korea (MERS), were less complacent and intervened more 

rapidly and forcefully. Many companies found that while they had a 

“crisis response plan” on paper, they had never used or simulated it, so it 

was difficult to implement. To avoid the risk of complacency in future 

crises, leaders should instill a sense of vigilance and urgency in their 

organisations by, among other measures, regularly conducting ‘war 

games’ to create agile mental and physical preparedness for a range of 

possibilities. 

 Avoid communications gridlock 

Once they do eventually grasp the significance of a crisis, many 

organisations become hyperactive and gridlocked by incessant ever-

changing instructions cascading up and down the hierarchy. Of course 

there are benefits in sharing information, but there are also costs: 

communication takes time away from the real work that needs to be 

done; over-communication drowns out critical messages, and the agility 

of the organisation can be diminished.  

 Match your strategy to your environment 

Classical strategies that depend on deliberate, episodic planning cycles, as 

in most governments and businesses, can be effective in stable 

environments. However, the Covid-19 crisis has been extremely 

unpredictable and fast-moving due to the constant mutation of the virus 

and its effects, and the exponential trajectory of infections. As a result, 

many organisations found they needed to move to an adaptive strategy 
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in those rapidly changing circumstances, and to accelerate decision 

making accordingly. 

 Operate on multiple timescales simultaneously 

In the early stages of the crisis, companies focused primarily 

on reacting to immediate threats. However, the pandemic also threw up  

other challenges and opportunities: preparing for a potential recession in 

the near-term, taking advantage of a potential rebound in the medium-

term, and eventually reimagining offerings and business models for the 

post-Covid world. Many companies are learning that they cannot wait to 

tackle these challenges sequentially, because each one needs significant 

mental and physical preparation. Rather, they need to operate on 

multiple timescales simultaneously, both to survive and to position 

themselves for the future.  

 Compete on the rate of learning 

The pace of history and strategy is not linear. Sometimes (as Lenin 

allegedly put it) “There are decades where nothing happens; and there 

are weeks where decades happen63”. There are long stretches of time 

when little of strategic significance happens. At other times, every second 

counts. In a quickly changing, interconnected digital world, with access to 

the rapid pattern-detection capabilities of digital analysis and machine 

learning, organisations can and need to learn faster.  

 Find advantage in adversity 

When the economic environment becomes challenging companies tend to 

act defensively. However, 14% of companies across sectors increase both 

their growth and their margins during downturns. The companies that 

emerge stronger from a downturn take a long-term perspective and treat 

the crisis as an opportunity. 

 Compete on imagination 

There is no infallible playbook to tackle an unprecedented global crisis like 

Covid-19, and in a strategic sense there could not be, since the impact on 

each organisation will be largely dictated by its ingenuity and its ability to 

see and shape new possibilities. New attitudes and ways of working and 

innovations almost always emerge during a crisis, but the fruits accrue 

disproportionally to imaginative pioneers. Imagination is often the first 

victim of a crisis, but it is an essential ingredient for long-term success. 

 Shape collaborative solutions 

Covid-19 is a global crisis that touches nearly all aspects of society, and 

solving it has needed a collaborative response across business 

ecosystems, sectors and nations. Atomistic competition within current 

governance and regulatory frameworks will not get the job done. When 
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confronting global issues like pandemics and climate change, 

governments and organisational leaders all need to build and shape 

collaborative coalitions for collective action at scale. This is necessary 

both for society as a whole to thrive and to preserve the viability and 

legitimacy of the canvas upon which business operates. 

 

A year later in 2021 McKinsey’s business analysts explored some of the same territory in 

How lessons from Covid-19 can shape a robust operating model, in hybrid and beyond64, 

comparing organisations that had thrived through the pandemic (that they called “the 

Organisational Resilients”) with those that didn’t (“the Non-Resilients”), and looking at what 

can be learned from the Organisational Resilients: 

 

 The leaders of Organisational Resilients invested time disproportionately 

in crafting clear goals and clarifying strategy for their organisations; 

 At Organisational Resilients, small, cross-silo teams focused on outcomes, 

and were empowered to make decisions that drive impact; 

 Organisational Resilients were disproportionately more likely to absorb 

and adopt new collaboration technologies; 

 Organisational Resilients’ leaders spent more time on coaching and 

recognition of their team members 

 

There is an encouraging extent of consistency amongst many of these analyses of 

organisations’ success in coping with the maelstrom of Covid-19, and in 2021 the 

multinational business consultancy Gartner came to similar conclusions in Reset your 

Business Strategy in Covid-19 Recovery65, mapping the route through the pandemic more 

simply in terms of:  

 

 Respond 

Immediate actions focused on keeping people safe and essential business 

functions operating. This relatively short period is marked by high effort 

and potentially chaotic activity.  

Key activities: temporary fixes to stop the bleeding. 

 Recover 

More organized/coordinated effort to stabilize operations. Medium 

duration.  

Key activities: create a plan to restore a scalable state and identify 

capabilities you need to strengthen, refactor, reopen, rehire, rebudget, 

resupply 
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 Renew 

Extended period marked by strategic, durable execution across the 

organisation. 

Key activities: learn to conduct operations and processes in new, 

repeatable, scalable ways, and use lessons learned and emergent 

patterns from prior phases to coalesce around a new foundation and way 

forward. 

 

Much of the thinking and writing about business strategy in the Cultural and Creative Sector 

comes either from Europe or from North America, but the reach of the global pandemic 

extends more broadly into thinking about cultural strategy through the lens of the Covid-19 

experience.  Cultural leaders and public bodies supporting the sector in Australia and South 

East Asia have moved in directions largely similar to their European and North American 

peers, while in Africa the shock of the pandemic has been a trigger moment for fresh 

thinking about cultural strategy.  In Covid-19 and the African cultural economy: an 

opportunity to reimagine and reinvigorate66 Avril Jaffe asks how the Covid-19 pandemic 

played out in the context of a continent that during the last decade has seen culture as a key 

aspect of its modernisation and development. While drawing from a number of national 

examples, much of the focus is placed on South Africa, which has the most robust system of 

governance for culture and the strongest support for the cultural industries. The study 

explores where the Covid crisis has left South Africa and what policy responses are in 

evidence, and how they compare with other African nations, reflecting on the opportunities 

the pandemic has created to steer the course of the African cultural economy.   

 

Amongst the swirling uncertainties of the pandemic, one issue that has come into sharp 

focus for business strategy globally has been the need for an adult relationship with risk. 

Recurring through all the lessons and learnings of Covid-19 is the idea that moments of crisis 

and discontinuity need responses, individually and organisationally, which accept the reality 

of being on a journey into the unknown. Uncertainty, inseparable from unforeseen crises, 

necessarily means that almost all decisions have attached to them some element of risk. 

Here we are in the territory of Donald Rumsfeld’s memorable epistemology: “As we know, 

there are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know there are known 

unknowns; that is to say we know there are some things we do not know. But there are also 

unknown unknowns—the ones we don’t know we don’t know.67” 

It has been an accident of history that the destabilising and destructive effect of the 

pandemic was magnified by the fact that it hit at just the moment when our relationship 

with risk had become dangerously fragile. Assessing & responding to risk depends on two 

things: believable data & analytical rationality. Until recently we have lived in a world where 

the reliability of most data was reasonably easily assessed, where most of the time we had a 

good sense of the things that were real, things that were true, and things that were not.   
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During the past decade all that has changed.  The dawn of the era of post-truth and 

disinformation and conspiracy theories, massively magnified by the inadequately controlled 

ubiquity of social media, has meant that now it is often not so easy to be confident in the 

factual starting points for our assessments of risk, which compromises our ability to make 

the kinds of judgements of risk which a decade ago would have been far easier.  The 

probability (for example) of death from Covid-19 has been estimated at more than a 

hundred times the probability of death from a Covid vaccination, and yet otherwise rational 

people sincerely and unshakeably believe that vaccinations represent an unsafe risk. Since 

many of our individual and organisational decisions (and even some Government decisions) 

during the past two fast-moving years of the Covid pandemic have, in the absence of 

certainties, been balances of risk, this is a serious issue. 

Just as have yet to crack the challenge of discoverability for online culture, so we are 

wrestling with the problem of disinformation and risk analysis fragility without as yet having 

reached a route to address it.  At least we are starting to learn how not to address it, 

territory the Independent’s John Rentoul explored in “The first rule of fighting conspiracy 

theories – don’t call them that68”  “Vaccine hesitancy and distrusting authority is a live 

problem. But popular scepticism cannot be tackled by labelling the believer irrational or 

stupid”.  Disinformation was already becoming a serious problem in assessing risk in any 

decision process, and it become a far greater problem in a situation as volatile and unstable 

as a fast-moving global pandemic. 

 

These three sections have all dealt in different ways with issues of organisational leadership 

and strategy, and the learnings leaders have found in the experience of the past two years. 

Some of the most significant learning has been amplified and expanded by the fresh ways in 

which the challenge of the pandemic has brought leaders together to solve problems 

collaboratively. 
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7. SHARED LEARNING 

Unleashing the powers of networks 
 

So far we have looked mostly at Covid-19’s lessons for individual leaders and single 

organisations, but it was an important truth about the pandemic that most cultural leaders 

and organisations around the world were facing similar kinds of completely unforeseen 

destabilising challenge. Almost overnight they found their workplaces and venues closed; 

their activities terminated, their audiences shut out, their trading income evaporated, and 

their staff suddenly and unpreparedly compelled to work from their homes.  People reacted 

to those sudden, profound changes in their lives differently and in the process learned 

different things in different ways, but many quickly realised they were not alone in suffering 

this strange and disorienting kind of mummified imprisonment.  

All around the world, in response to the frightening unfamiliarity of these challenges new 

kinds of networks started to spring up. They were different from the old networks from the 

pre-Covid days, which typically brought together people with particular kinds of 

commonalities – working in the same artform, or on similar scales, or having in common 

that they depended on government funding, or spoke to a particular audience or 

community, or were united by a particular location or geography.  Those old kinds of 

network brought together people united by similar aspects of their work, which defined 

natural commonalities and also natural boundaries between inclusion and exclusion. 

The universality of the challenges of the Covid-19 pandemic, combined with their 

frightening novelty, brought people together all over the world in new kinds of groupings, 

cutting across those old divisions in an exciting mosaic of self-help mutual-learning alliances.  

Those new networks unleashed a tsunami of new kinds of knowledge- and experience-

sharing, all vitally important to the survival and (later) the recovery of all the organisations 

and individuals engaged in them.  Not all the new networks will survive, but some will, and 

even where specific networks born of the moment do not outlast the crisis, people involved 

in them will take away lessons about the value of these new more open kinds of 

relationship, with parallels in the widely observed new sense of community that sprang up 

during the pandemic as a response to the widespread fear of isolation.   

The UK Guardian was just one of the many places this new sense of personal community 

was welcomed (Community has got Britain through the pandemic. How can we create 

more of it?69), with the effect also confirmed in a YouGov poll reported in The Times (Our 

sense of community restored by Covid pandemic70) 

Professionally, in the face of the global challenges of Covid-19, there is much evidence that 

during the past two years many people in the Cultural and Creative Sector have enlarged 

their networks and started consciously building stronger collaborative practices and 

relationships.  Collaborations across national boundaries, enabled and encouraged by the 

mass migration to virtual communications, also opened up new opportunities to develop 
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fresh conversations, connecting artists and organisations with related communities in other 

countries. 

This process was been made easier by the way the suspension of most cultural activity gave 

cultural leaders more time to reflect on their core purposes and on the relationships and 

networks that could best facilitate that purpose.  The necessity over long periods of the 

pandemic to meet entirely online helped networks to be more easily and flexibly established 

and developed, for a short precious period freeing cultural leaders almost entirely from the 

impediments of geography and the inefficiencies and costs of travel.    

In the North of England in 2020 the Northern Cultural Network (NCN), an umbrella network 

representing cultural organisations across the region, came together when the effects of the 

Covid-19 pandemic were starting to bite.  The participants recognised that the impact of the 

crisis would be felt across all sectors and all geographies, but the leaders of the cultural 

organisations in Northern England quickly saw the particular shared threats that their sector 

and their networks were facing.  The NCN came together in response to that challenge, 

formed by a small number of representatives from different cultural consortia across the 

region who then invited representatives of other consortia to join.  It quickly made such a 

transformative difference to the participating organisations that later in 2020 the group 

applied for and secured Arts Council England funding to commission a study (Northern 

Cultural Network Consortia Project71) to help the Network define a longer-term potential 

role and establish an operating model. 

In the US a similar process brought into being the International Presenting Commons, 

though at a later stage of the pandemic – not as a response to the onset of the crisis but as a 

collaborative approach to recovering from the damage it had wrought.   Although the 

pandemic had not then ended, it was subsiding to the point where cultural leaders in the US 

could turn their minds to how the world of the performing arts had been changed by the 

experience, asking questions like: 

 

 would audiences return to sitting side by side among hundreds of 

strangers, confident they were safe from contracting a virus?  

 how much time and money would audiences keep spending on virtual 

concerts, plays, and dances?  

 who would come back to perform in formal venues, and who instead 

would continue dancing and singing and acting in makeshift outdoor 

venues in parking lots, suburban driveways, and closed off streets?  

 what would happen to touring performances requiring large numbers of 

artists and staff to travel nationally and internationally? 

 

To answer these kinds of questions a group of arts leaders came together to wrestle with 

the challenges of the financial and environmental sustainability of international cultural 
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engagement after the devastation of Covid-19.  Convened by David Dower (former Artistic 

Director of Arts Emerson) and Mark Russell (Artistic Director of Under the Radar at the 

Public Theatre in New York) the group was haunted by the fear that unless international 

presenting was quickly reinvigorated precious connections among the community could be 

forever lost.  Calling themselves the International Presenting Commons (IPC)72 

(emphasising their commitment to resisting individualism and giving a voice to everyone 

involved in the process), IPC began with twenty arts leaders and quickly grew as other 

presenters joined, also adding international presenting networks to the group as described 

in June 2021 by Jacqueline Z. Davis, former Executive Director of the New York Public Library 

for the Performing Arts at Lincoln Center73. 

“IPC expanded the definition of what constitutes a presentation to be more flexibly 

responsive to artists’ individual circumstances, and emphasised their commitment to work in 

non-hierarchical ways. The group has also discussed exploring residencies that are not place-

based, and is committed to reducing its environmental impact by (for example) reducing the 

number of scouting trips.  If these environmental recommendations are adopted by the 

international arts presenting community, it would be a powerful first step in the 

community’s starting to mitigate the environmental consequences of touring.  

This may all be a harbinger of something bigger.  After the ravages of the pandemic, 

grassroots alliances like IPC are developing into networks that are fueling advocacy and 

change by allying with other networks with like interests.  These initiatives are more nimble 

and better able to respond to change than the omnivorous juggernauts of the pre-Covid 

world.  Rather than working through the major cultural associations, they are having a more 

focused impact by grouping together around common issues.  It is an interesting trend with 

all kinds of potential benefits for the performing arts world.” 

Another pan-American network that grew up through the pressures and stresses of the 

pandemic was the Creative and Independent Producer Alliance74 (CIPA).  Begun by 

producers who had already been meeting before 2020 (seeking new approaches to support 

the development of new work), the group was catapulted into more decisive action by the 

pandemic and their experience of falling between the fiscal cracks as emergency funding 

and relief programmes began to coalesce around artists and organisations, cutting 

independent producers out of those conversations. What started as a small group quickly 

became a large-scale alliance of independent producers working primarily in contemporary 

performance. They met regularly, shared information, collected data and worked 

collaboratively to carve out a distinctive place in the larger cultural conversation for 

independent producers. In the past year they have developed into a national critical 

alliance, developing and supporting new live performance works across all 

artistic disciplines. The preliminary group of CIPA members grew from 50 to 127, meeting 

monthly to share and address the challenges of working during the Covid-19 pandemic and 

looking to the future of the independent performing arts sector, pursuing solutions for 

sustainability and cultural representation and developing seven core values: 
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 THE ARTIST : We position the artist’s voice and needs at the center of our 

process, championing their role as reflectors of our collective culture and 

providing new models of infrastructure to support their vision and 

ongoing practice.  

 CULTURAL EQUITY: We advance cultural representation in our field in 

order to honor and support voices from diverse perspectives. We 

resist historically oppressive institutional structures and continually work 

to uncover and mitigate inequities in our practices. 

 ADVOCACY: We advocate for artists and practitioners, ensuring best 

practices and codes of conduct are observed between and 

among presenters, funders, producers and artists.  

 NEW WORK DEVELOPMENT: We believe the development and 

advancement of new performance is imperative, key to the health and 

survival of our field, and to our evolution as a culture. 

 SAFETY & SUSTAINABILITY : We support safe conditions for artists 

and presenters to take risks and to serve their constituents, and we 

ensure equitable and just compensation for artists, independent 

producers and all cultural workers. 

 TRUST & TRANSPARENCY: We uphold integrity and transparency in 

our relationships and systems, maintaining honest and clear creative and 

financial communications with our artists and partners and the working 

communities they represent and impact. 

 MENTORSHIP & EMPOWERMENT: We build the future by developing a 

diverse and inclusive community of independent and creative producers 

at all career stages who can create meaningful contributions to the 

Alliance and the field. 

 

In so many places the instinct of cultural leaders to come together to grapple with the 

ferocious, unfamiliar opponent of the pandemic, working together to find new kinds of 

solution to completely new kinds of challenge, has produced exciting fresh thinking about 

how to re-invent a viable post-Covid world.   

About reaching across normal divides more generally, in 2021 the Salzburg Global Seminar, 

which for 75 years has been convening young innovators from around the world to apply 

their combined minds to intractable challenges, brought together 91 fellows from 24 

countries to look into a future changed by the experience of Covid-1975. One of their 

clearest conclusions was the value of creative networks and collaborations, exploring what 

happens “when bridges are made and divides are crossed”. The international panelists were 

united over the importance of breaking down existing silos and divisions, expanding 

collaboration beyond individual areas of work and eradicating whatever is standing in the 
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way, referencing the WHO Healing Arts Project76 as another example of how bridges can be 

built across government, grass roots organisations and artists at different levels.   

“Collaborating should not be a process of flattening differences or leading to 

homogenization, but instead a way to celebrate difference, as it is exactly that richness that 

we are trying to amplify in the cultural and knowledge sector. How can it be that when the 

Global North says something it is called “knowledge”, and when the Global South says 

something, it is called “culture.”  In collaborations we do not need a common language, but 

instead a connective language as a carrier of our cultures, values and perceptions that 

allows for different ways of expressing ourselves.  Especially given the impact of Covid-19, 

there is an urgency for intercultural sectoral cooperation on science and cultural 

collaborations, culture and wellbeing in connection to traditional practices, and culture and 

social inclusion.   

Breaking through the silos of the arts to work with collaborators from other sectors on 

sustainable solutions is a key way forward. This means being open and stepping out of our 

comfort zones, working with unusual allies, and looking holistically at fundamental 

problems.  Bridging these divides requires real vulnerability, but also allows for healing in the 

community from today’s hierarchical divisive system. 

What divides exist and how do we bridge them? How can we improve and expand 

collaboration both within and outside of the cultural sector? What do we mean by systemic 

change, and how do we really transform systems in a just, imaginative and sustainable way? 

How can we imagine human and planetary flourishing, and how can the arts and cultural 

sector play a role in this process?  It is with the power of joint reflection and inquiry that 

spaces are co-created with a new vocabulary, that new ways of collaborating to find 

solutions are discovered, and that systems can be transformed in a holistic way.   

Ideas are endless once the walls come down and bridges go up.” 

 

And so, inspired by this visionary pan-European dialogue, we arrive at another of the core 

lessons and learnings from Covid-19: the impacts the pandemic has had on the lives and 

spirits of the people working in the Cultural and Creative Sector, and the things we have 

learned in these two years about how we can respect and enrich the humanity of the 

profoundly committed people on whose creativity and commitment and intelligence the 

Cultural and Creative Sector as a whole is built. 
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8. PEOPLE 

Their needs in times of crisis  

 

The many corrosive effects of the pandemic experienced directly by individuals have 

reached into their lives far beyond material consequences like reduced income, social 

isolation and disruption in every aspect of their lives.  Already there was a continuing 

growth in evidence around the world that people’s emotional wellbeing and mental health 

were becoming fragile. It was little surprise when the World Health Organisation published 

findings77 that “In the first year of the Covid-19 pandemic, global prevalence of anxiety and 

depression increased by a massive 25%”  The research also highlighted who had been most 

affected and summarised the effect of the pandemic on mental health services and how this 

changed during the pandemic.   

Concerns about increases in mental health conditions have prompted 90% of countries 

surveyed to include mental health and psychosocial support in their Covid-19 response plans, 

but major gaps and concerns remain. “The information we have now about the impact of 

Covid-19 on the world’s mental health is just the tip of the iceberg,” said Dr Tedros Adhanom 

Ghebreyesus, WHO Director-General.  

One explanation for the increase is the unprecedented stress caused by the social isolation 

resulting from the pandemic. Linked to this were constraints on people’s ability to work, seek 

support from loved ones and engage in their communities.  Loneliness, fear of infection, 

suffering and death for oneself and for loved ones, grief after bereavement and financial 

worries have all been cited as stressors leading to anxiety and depression. Unable to access 

face-to-face care, many people have sought support online, signaling an urgent need to 

make reliable and effective digital tools available and easily accessible. Developing and 

deploying digital interventions remains a major challenge in resource-limited countries and 

settings. 

The data suggests that people with pre-existing mental disorders do not seem 

disproportionately vulnerable to Covid-19 infection. Yet, when these people do become 

infected they are more likely to suffer hospitalization, severe illness and death compared 

with people without mental disorders. People with more severe mental disorders, such as 

psychoses, and young people with mental disorders, are particularly at risk.” 

A more specific form of the toll the pandemic has taken on so many people’s mental health 

is the phenomenon of “Worry Burnout”, chronicled for the USA in the New York Times78, 

but correspondents all around the world have described symptoms similar to these. 

“Burnout, the psychological term for an all-consuming exhaustion and detachment, floated 

around the popular lexicon in reference to work for years, but became even more of a 

buzzword as it seeped into all the corners of people’s lives during the pandemic.  “When 

you’re dealing with long and unending uncertainty and trauma, there’s only so much you can 
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handle,” said Thea Gallagher, a clinical psychologist and assistant professor at N.Y.U. 

Langone Health. 

That kind of all-consuming exhaustion during extreme stress is normal and expected, said Dr. 

Srijan Sen, director of the Frances and Kenneth Eisenberg and Family Depression Center at 

the University of Michigan. In the first two months of the coronavirus pandemic, he observed 

an unexpected, significant drop in depression among health care workers which he 

attributed to their having a shared sense of community and purpose. But as the pandemic 

dragged on they have become more anguished and fatigued as they wrestled with “a level of 

vigilance and concern that maybe was sustainable for two weeks or two months, but not for 

two years,” he said. 

People in a state of chronic stress become despondent and defiant, said Angela Neal-

Barnett, a psychology professor at Kent State University. “People say, ‘It just doesn’t matter 

to me anymore’. When you’re at that level you’re just overwhelmed; you feel helpless, you 

feel hopeless. You say, ‘Do what you may, I don’t care.’” 

 

These kinds of effects have been widespread consequences of the pandemic around the 

world, but they have been more pronounced in the Cultural and Creative Sector given the 

sector’s complex and unstable employment structure.  The sector is structured in vulnerable 

ways compared to many other sectors. Cultural institutions rely on an interconnected and 

interdependent network of freelancers and micro-firms to provide creative content, goods 

and services. This ecosystem has been fundamental to the sector, and it now faces collapse 

with the sudden loss of earned and contributed revenue79.   

One of the most profound revelations of the pandemic has been the sector’s structural 

dependence on freelance, self-employed and contract professionals who have been left 

uniquely exposed by the pandemic. In Europe these ‘semi-detached’ workers make up 32% 

of the cultural workforce compared with 14% in the economy as a whole as measured in a 

report from the European Commission80. The socio-economic position of freelance and self-

employed professionals in the Cultural and Creative Sector was already difficult before the 

pandemic. The pandemic has now shone a powerful light on the instability and fragility of 

the whole arts employment ecosystem. 

There are long-term lessons for the sector in all these effects, in terms of how workers in 

the sector are employed and treated and the organisational cultures of the sector as a 

whole, but more immediately the sector has quickly had to find ways of helping its workers 

navigate pandemic-induced burnout. In January 2022 the Editorial Team of the Wallace 

Foundation81 addressed its attention to that specific challenge:    

“The arts have been a much-needed salve during the past two years, offering moments of 

levity, inspiration and even simply a distraction from the pandemic and its stresses. Within 

the field, however, many arts workers have been facing their own stress and burnout, with 

increased demands on their time and resources and ever-present concerns about renewed 

lockdowns, unemployment and other looming uncertainties. At the beginning of the initial 
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lockdowns many employers struggled to address these concerns, but more and more arts 

organisations in the US are now focused on giving their employees tools to help address their 

mental health needs, especially important as we begin another year colored by the 

pandemic. 

In a recent blog post Elizabeth Merritt, American Alliance of Museums’ (AAM) VP of strategic 

foresight and founding director of the Center for the Future of Museums, offered advice to 

arts workers from her own experience: “Never be afraid to ask for help. Our work culture, 

(heck, American culture overall) often stigmatizes vulnerability as weakness. Knowing when 

you need support, and asking people to play a role in your recovery, isn’t a weakness but a 

strength.” Merritt listed steps organisations and individuals could both take to combat 

fatigue and hopelessness on the job, even suggesting that staff create their own “burnout 

plan.” Those measures are essential, Merritt says, to support people working at museums, 

who according to an AAM survey from March 2021, reported themselves to be suffering 

from many variations of burnout. 

Administered one year after many museums temporarily shut their doors, the survey found 

that a large portion of the nearly 2,700 respondents suffered from mental and financial 

stress. Nearly half of paid museum staff reported increased workload, and more than 40% of 

respondents reported that they lost income due to the pandemic (on average, over 30% of 

their total income).. 

Similar findings surfaced in a survey by the Actor’s Fund, a national organisation that serves 

American professionals in film, theater, television, music, opera, radio and dance 

industries.  The survey polled nearly 7,200 people and 79% of respondents reported that the 

pandemic had a negative impact on their mental health, including increased feelings of 

anxiety or depression. Adding to their stress and negatively impacting their overall well-

being, 76% of respondents reported they had lost income, and a little under half claimed 

reduced food security during the pandemic. As in the museum field, BIPOC participants 

disproportionately reported being impacted by the pandemic. BIPOC-identifying respondents 

were more likely to experience reduced food security, forced housing change, increased debt 

and/or having to change utility usage as compared to white respondents. 

Both the Actor’s Fund and AAM created resources to respond to some of the needs that 

emerged in their surveys. The Actor’s fund offered workshops including national support 

groups.  AAM published a webpage of resources that measures the impact of the pandemic 

on people in the museum field and includes a list of employers’ actions, derived from the 

survey responses, that made respondents feel safe, valued and supported. 

Other American arts service organisations have also been responding to the needs of their 

members. The League of American Orchestras presented a 90-minute webinar, “Mental 

Health & Wellness: A Conversation,” where the goal was to normalize conversations about 

mental health and provide strategies, backed by scientific research, addressed to its 

members and beyond. In addition to the discussion, the League posted resources on its 

website and a list of free and affordable counseling groups. OPERA America - a non-profit 
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organisation serving the country’s opera community - also presented a special series of 

mental health webinars where licensed mental health specialists joined opera industry 

professionals to provide insights, tools and resources for prioritizing mental health.  

Other organisations have also been making mental health a focus. The International Alliance 

of Theatrical Stage Employees (IATSE) has launched IATSE C.A.R.E.S. (Coronavirus Active 

Response and Engagement Service), designed to provide support to their most at-risk, elderly 

and/or disabled members during the pandemic. The American Federation of Musicians 

(AFM) has published mental health resources, highlighting strategies to help manage and 

reduce stress.  Though the pandemic has created innumerable challenges, it has also sparked 

many vital conversations that could reshape the way we live and work.  

 

There have also been more specifically damaging effects from the stresses of the pandemic.  

The impact of the Covid-19 on the cultural economy has been shown to pose a significant 

and particular threat to inclusion and workforce diversity. A study published in Cultural 

Trends82 in 2020, picked up and summarised in the UK Independent83 and The Guardian84, 

showed how the cultural economy’s business models and resulting work and employment 

practices represented real risks for inclusion and diversity consequences from the Covid-19 

pandemic. 

These effects have been mirrored in countries around the world, as the pandemic reached 

through their communities and depression and anxiety spread from country to country.  The 

New York Times brought together its global resources in December 2021 to create a 

snapshot85 of the mental health impacts of Covid-19 on society more generally around the 

world: “A recent cartoon in the French daily Le Monde featured a bedraggled man arriving 

at a doctor’s office for a Covid-19 vaccine. “I am here for the 5th shot because of the 3rd 

wave,” he says. “Or vice versa.”  His bewilderment as France suffered its fifth wave of 

the pandemic captured the mood of exhaustion and simmering anger across the world two 

years after the deadly virus began to spread in China.  

Uncertainty bedevils plans. Panic spreads in an instant even if, as with the Omicron variant, 

the extent of the threat is not yet known. Vaccines look like deliverance until they seem a 

little less than that. National responses diverge chaotically with no discernible logic. Anxiety 

and depression spread. So do loneliness and screen fatigue. The feeling grows that the Covid 

era will go on for years, like plagues of old.  Once linear, life now seems circular. Schools 

open. They close again. Travel becomes easier, only for new obstacles to arise. Sickness from 

Covid-19 subsides, only to be replaced by long Covid and indications that even those who 

have recovered from the virus might get reinfected with Omicron.  For now, every plan is a 

provisional plan. 

This sense of endlessness, accompanied by growing psychological distress leading to 

depression, was a recurrent theme in two dozen interviews conducted in Asia, Europe, Africa 

and the Americas. After two years of zigzagging policy and roller coaster emotions, terrible 
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loss and tantalizing false dawns, closing borders and intermittently shuttered schools, 

people’s resilience has dwindled.   

“I know it will only get worse, it won’t stop, the pandemic will only turn more life-

consuming,” said Natalia Shishkova, a teacher in Moscow.  Yakov Kochetkov, head of 

Moscow’s Center for Cognitive Therapy, said, “In Russia there has been a strong increase in 

mistrust of vaccines, even the term ‘pandemic’ itself. This greatly affects the psyche.”  Just 

this month, a 45-year-old man reported to view the pandemic as a conspiracy opened fire at 

a Russian government office and killed two people after being told to put on a mask.  Anna 

Shepel, a Russian therapist, has observed her patients’ “obsessive thoughts, obsessive 

actions, fear of getting infected, fear of touching anything in public places.” 

In Kenya, with infections declining in October, President Kenyatta lifted a longstanding 

curfew. Bars filled. Musicians lined up concert dates, then the Omicron variant hit.  In Brazil, 

whose president, Jair Bolsonaro, has persistently downplayed the pandemic’s threat, the 

death toll plunged to fewer than 300 a day from 3,000 in April 2021. Samba concerts are 

back in the streets - until some new disaster strikes.  Maybe that will be Omicron; maybe 

not. Some other variants have come and gone without driving the pandemic to terrifying 

new heights.   

The 27-nation European Union has been split over whether to make vaccines obligatory, and 

policies varied widely. Soccer stadiums were empty again in Germany where infection rates 

surged, but full in France, where they have, too, but a presidential election looms.  Among 

adolescents and young adults — stuck on their screens, often unable to date over the past 

two years, inundated with online friends but short of actual contact — anorexia and bulimia 

have spread, said Ms. Melchior, the French epidemiologist who focuses on mental illness.  In 

France, she added, depression and anxiety are running at about twice normal levels, in line 

with the Italian findings and a recent report by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation 

and Development. 

Massimiliano Valerii, the director general of Rome’s CENSIS research group, observed that 

the pandemic had exacerbated anxieties about the future. “The social ladder has been 

blocked, the mechanism for being able to improve one’s position in life,” he said.  David 

Lazzari, the president of Italy’s psychologists’ guild, said recent studies in Italy showed the 

incidence of anxiety and depression had doubled since the pandemic began. For those under 

18, levels had reached 25 percent. “One in four,” he noted. “That’s very high.” 

The surgeon general in the United States warned  that young people were facing 

“devastating” mental health effects as a result of the pandemic and other challenges 

experienced by their generation.  Britain, under Prime Minister Boris Johnson, veered 

between herd immunity temptations and the kind of periodic restrictions brought in to 

combat the Omicron variant.” 
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Many of these effects on the mental health and the personal resilience of people and 

communities suffering under the onslaught of the pandemic have caused massively 

increased levels of distress and incapacity, but the extended length of the pandemic, much 

longer than originally foreseen, and its relentless lurching swings between the virus’ 

advances and retreats and returns, have produced yet other effects. The strange paradox of 

the disabling effect of what were becoming the routine aspects of the pandemic was 

described by the New York Times in We’re living through ‘the boring apocalypse’86. 

“It could have been a scene straight out of an apocalyptic horror movie. When the World 

Health Organisation declared the Omicron variant of the coronavirus a “variant of concern” 

in late November 2021, borders closed, markets tumbled and warnings spread about how 

this new threat could ravage the world’s population. And then … many of us went right back 

to whatever we were doing. 

It’s a stark difference from when the pandemic started. Back then, as we learned of this new 

highly contagious and deadly disease with no vaccine or treatment, many of us stocked up 

on food and toilet paper, started wiping down our groceries, and went into lockdown, 

venturing out only with protective gear. One thing is clear: Repeatedly blasting an 

emergency alert brings its own risks. The last thing needed in a pandemic is a country of 

people too bored to pay attention and take action.” 

 

The effects of the successive waves of the pandemic on people’s mental health and personal 

resilience varied from person to person, but all around the world evidence has piled up 

during the past two years that the toll it has taken on people generally, but in some ways 

disproportionately those working in the Cultural and Creative Sector, has compounded so 

many of the pandemic’s other effects on their work, their finances, and almost every aspect 

of their lives.  And all these disparate effects came together in the stresses of the new 

phenomenon of universal Working from Home. 

 

  



- 46- 
 

9. WORKING FROM HOME 

Time for a rational debate 

 

In the early days of the pandemic, paralysed by constant lockdowns, working from home 

(WfH, or ‘living in work’ as it often became) became overnight a new enforced reality for 

people faced with shuttered workplaces.  People all found their own different 

accommodations with this unfamiliar experience, reflecting a wide spectrum of degrees of 

practicability.   

For families squeezed into small homes, unaccustomed to the noisy and IT-challenged 

congestion, frequently with pets clamouring for attention and children struggling to stay on 

top of their own online learning competing for the same spaces and facilities, it was an 

insane experience teetering on the edge of viability.  For single adults in spacious 

accommodation, freed from the wasteful and wearying experience of a daily commute, able 

to schedule their waking hours with a new flexibility and concentrate in the monastic silence 

of homes freed from random office chatter, it easily became an attractive new working 

norm.  Between those two poles lay every kind of individual experience.   

During these periods of mandated WfH there was always a recognition that one day the 

pandemic would be over and workplaces would re-open, producing another spectrum of 

expectations.  They stretched from the idea that in some businesses WfH would become a 

new normal to the insistence of many employers (and governments, keen to bring their city 

and town centres back to life) that the opportunities for face to face connections and more 

easy visibility of management supervision (the phenomenon of presenteeism) required a 

return to the old office norms.  In the UK the debate has now also taken on as much of an 

ideological as a practical character, becoming unhelpfully tangled up in the UK’s wider 

‘culture wars’87, while ways of finding an accommodation between remote working and the 

health of town and city centres is now becoming a closely studied issue88.  

After the general acceptance of enforced WfH regimes during lockdown, this is now a new 

contested space as the memories of lockdown fade and perceived health risks decline.  

Between the two absolutist positions lies a rich landscape of different kinds of hybrid 

models. Some workers discovered that the seemingly banal social chats in pre-pandemic 

workplaces had been surprisingly important to their mental health, eating up time but also 

serving as a glue that helped them connect with co-workers. Suggestions started to appear 

that the lack of office socialising and collaboration was contributing to weakening work 

relationships and increasing employee stress. 

For many people, the new flexibility of WfH also ushered in an insidious expectation that, 

freed from travel constraints and the easily understood demarcation between home and 

office, they could be expected to offer their work colleagues longer periods of availability 

every day.  Derek Thompson in the Atlantic characterised it as the old 09:00-17:00 working 

day having quietly and almost invisibly evolved into 09:00-22:0089. 
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But there does seem to have been an underlying attitudinal change. During these two years, 

working from a shared building base as the universal norm has given way to more dialogue 

about the relationship (and separation) people value between their working and home lives. 

Pushing the envelope further, Canada90, Belgium91, France92 and Portugal93 have all enacted 

‘Right-to-Disconnect’ policies to reinforce the ability of employees to keep their home lives 

clear of the intrusive infection of work conversations.   

Hybrid approaches to work that look most promising are the ones that give people some 

agency in decisions about where and when and how they will work, governed by principles 

rather than policies, supporting people’s ability to work more autonomously, investing 

centrally in learning and skills development but making sure everyone has the right tools 

and technologies to be effective from anywhere.  

The whole question of where, when and how we work is becoming one of the most far-

reaching questions from the pandemic, as the receding tide of infection makes the choices 

real and immediate where previously they were more theoretical. 

This is not a wholly new issue. The Future of Work Trends Post-Covid-19, Long-term 

impacts & Actions for HR94 study by the business analysts Gartner in 2020 (surveying 400+ 

HR leaders, 300+ finance leaders and more than 4,000 employees and HR executives) found 

that already, before the pandemic, 30% of employees were working remotely some of the 

time, projected to rise to 43% in the post-pandemic era.  And it is no longer just senior 

managers and executives who are detached from the singularity of company workplaces.  

During the pandemic many more people at all levels in organisations have discovered these 

new ways of working, so the range of kinds of employees now seeking these new freedoms 

is fast expanding.  

The length of time these changes in working practices have lasted has enabled much more 

analysis of the balance of advantages than had been done at the time of the first study. By 

December 2021 the FT’s Management Editor felt ready to pull together the global picture in 

“Are remote workers really plugged into company culture? Finding the sweet spot of 

employee loyalty is harder now staff are used to homeworking95”  

“Absence makes the heart grow fonder,” according to the proverb. Or is it more a case of 

“out of sight, out of mind”?  And there are two sides of the “out of sight, out of mind” coin: 

heads, the isolation of remote working reduces loyalty to your existing employer; tails, the 

revival of in-person encounters encourages you to form an attachment with a new one.  In 

the “absence makes the heart grows fonder” camp sits work by the Financial Services Culture 

Board (FCSB). Its 2020 survey of thousands of UK banking staff detected improvements in 

scores remote workers gave for feedback, leaders’ honesty, and wellbeing. Those scores fell 

back slightly this year but remained more positive than in 2019. Then there is a study by the 

Oliver Wyman Forum that found a desire for more flexibility and a better work-life balance 

was one of the most important reasons for leaving or wanting to leave a job.  
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Lengthy periods of enforced remote working have demonstrated that, for any group of 

employees, both can sometimes be true. The sweet spot is hard to hit. Undermanaged 

remote-working staff can feel neglected, leading to bad consequences, from job 

dissatisfaction to burnout and fraud.  

As the FSCB points out, there is a difference between connectedness, which technology 

enabled during lockdown, and collaboration, which can be more difficult. Processes that bind 

in new or junior staff, such as desk-side learning from experienced staff, are hard to replicate 

online. Organisational cultures are certainly being reshaped by the shock of coronavirus and 

its consequences.  Not everyone who was satisfied in their job before the pandemic will be 

satisfied after it. 

Whether the office repels or attracts depends on where you sit in the hierarchy. Robinson96 

identifies two “humps” — representing senior managers and junior employees or new 

starters. They are keener to return to the office than the staff in between.  Employers and 

even staff may be “homesick” for a cultural and management ideal that never really existed 

before the pandemic. But, as the crisis ebbs, they will also come to realise that corporate 

loyalty and culture depend less on where work is carried out and more on how it is done, 

celebrated, rewarded and overseen. 

 

The issue of people working at different levels in organisations feeling differently about 

home-working is becoming a widely accepted element of this conversation. In November 

2021 the Economist quoted a figure of 75% of executives working remotely wanting to get 

back into the workplace three days a week or more, where only 34% of non-executives felt 

the same way. They tried to explain that generally observed distinction, asking “Why are 

bigwigs so much keener on the office?” in their Bartleby column97. 

“Three explanations come to mind: the cynical, the kind and the subconscious. The cynical 

one is that executives like the status that the office confers. They sit in nicer rooms on higher 

floors with plusher carpets. Access to them is guarded, politely but ferociously. When they 

walk the floors, it is an event. When they sit in meeting rooms, they get the best chairs. On 

Zoom the signals of status are weaker. No one gets a bigger tile. Their biggest privilege is not 

muting themselves, which isn't quite the same power rush as using the executive dining 

room. 

The kind explanation is that executives believe that in-person interactions are better for the 

institutions they lead. Working from home “doesn’t work for people who want to hustle, 

doesn’t work for culture, doesn’t work for idea generation," was the verdict of Jamie Dimon, 

the chief executive of JPMorgan Chase, earlier this year. Ken Griffin, the boss of the hedge 

fund Citadel has warned young people not to work from home: “It’s incredibly difficult to 

have the managerial experiences and interpersonal experiences that you need to take your 

career forward in a work-remotely environment.” 
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The subconscious supplies a third explanation. As Gianpiero Petriglieri of the French business 

school INSEAD observes: “people advising youngsters to go into the office are those who 

made their way in that environment.” Executives who have achieved success by working in 

an office are the least likely to question its efficacy. That is a problem, especially since a 

majority of executives admit they have designed return-to-work policies with scant input 

from employees. A hybrid future beckons, in which workers divide their time between home 

and office. Managers need to improve both environments, not assume that one is obviously 

superior to the other.” 

 

Much of the analysis of these issues comes from the world of commerce and business. It 

contains interesting observations generally about the changing role of the workplace in the 

lives of people for whom a physical workplace is not a necessity (manufacturing and 

warehousing, the hospitality sector, transport and retail workers, many medical workers). 

But less work has been done on whether or not those findings and conclusions read across 

into the Cultural and Creative Sector.   

The Harvard Business Review is one of the closest in a piece looking at ‘knowledge-work’ 

employment (Our work-from-anywhere future98), but again there is no easy single 

conclusion. The pandemic has accelerated a rise in remote working for knowledge-based 

organisations.  But there are the same challenges as in the business world - how to socialise 

virtually and prevent professional isolation, to communicate effectively and to share 

knowledge that isn’t yet codified.  The study draws on work-from-anywhere (WFA) 

organisations and groups to highlight best practices and help leaders decide whether or not 

remote work is right for their organisation: 

WFA may not be possible at this time for some organisations, but with the right strategy, 

organisational processes, technologies, and - most important - leadership, many more 

companies, teams, and functions than one might have thought could go all or mostly 

remote. Large and mature organisations, too, can successfully transition to a hybrid or a 

majority-remote regime.  

The question is not whether work from anywhere is possible but what is needed to make it 

possible. The short answer: management. “If all senior leaders are working from an office, 

then workers would be drawn to that location to get face time,” one all-remote middle 

manager told me. But if leaders support synchronous and asynchronous communication, 

brainstorming, and problem-solving; lead initiatives to codify knowledge online; encourage 

virtual socialisation, team building, and mentoring; invest in and enforce data security; work 

with government stakeholders to ensure regulatory compliance; and set an example by 

becoming WFA employees themselves, all-remote organisations may indeed emerge as the 

future of work. 
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Emma Goldberg, writing recently in the Business Section of the New York Times99, reaches a 

similar conclusion: 

The office was never one size fits all. It was one size fits some, with the expectation that 

everybody else would squeeze in. Office banter, for example, might have been a small 

annoyance for a segment of workers, while for many others it amplified a sense that they 

didn’t belong.   

The last two years ushered in an unplanned experiment with a different way of working. 

Some 50 million Americans left their offices. Before the pandemic, in 2019, about 4% of 

employed people in the USA worked exclusively from home; by May 2020, that figure rose to 

43% according to Gallup. Among white-collar workers, the shift is stark. Before Covid just 6% 

worked exclusively from home, which by May 2020 rose to 65% .  “The only thing holding 

back flexible work arrangements was a failure of imagination,” said Joan Williams, director 

of the Center for WorkLife Law at the University of California, Hastings. “That failure was 

remedied in three weeks in March 2020.” 

 

This profound revolution in where people worked, and how, has now triggered more fresh 

thinking about other aspects of work.  Emily Laber-Warren (leader of the health and science 

reporting program at the Craig Newmark Graduate School of Journalism at the City 

University of New York) has added the way we organise our working day to that growing 

list100:     

30% of workers around the world surveyed last year said they would consider seeking a new 

job if their current employer required them to return to the office full time. Millennials 

are especially resistant.  But in a truly flexible workplace, people would control not just 

where and how they work but also when. 

There are any number of reasons workers might want more control over when they work. 

People may live in one time zone and work in another, or they may have a life or family 

situation, such as a disability or caregiving or parenting responsibility, that needs attention 

during conventional work hours.  Our bodies would also benefit from more flexibility. Each of 

us has a personalized rhythm known as a chronotype - an internal timer that governs when 

we naturally fall asleep and when we are most alert and productive. For more than half of 

adults, biological bedtime falls after midnight, which means that a typical 9-to-5 work 

schedule throws many of us out of sync. With time flexibility, workers could devote their 

most energetic hours to their most intellectually demanding tasks. People could attend their 

children’s sporting events or prepare lunch for an infirm parent. Workers with a chronic 

illness could absent themselves for an hour or two to manage a mild flare-up without having 

to take a sick day. 

 

For Olga Khazan in The Atlantic it was already clear in 2020 that Work from home is here to 

stay101 –  Companies have been reluctant to allow employees to work from home because of 

inertia and entrenched norms, says Julia Pollak, a labor economist at ZipRecruiter. But the 
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pandemic has forced nearly two-thirds of Americans to work remotely, making it clear just 

how much work can get done from home.  Companies are already coming to see the 

excesses of their former face-time-obsessed ways. All those meetings really could have been 

emails. That conference your boss wanted you to attend probably could have been just a 

slide deck you clicked through on your computer. The travel industry might stay permanently 

crimped as companies realize workers can do almost as much from their living rooms as they 

can in a distant hotel ballroom.   

The post-pandemic workplace will have fewer lunches, happy hours, and conferences where 

schmoozers can make their mark. People who succeed are therefore likely to be those who 

can generate results without a lot of in-person interaction with their colleagues. So if your 

main job skill is networking, you might want to learn the art of actually working.  

These changes will also carry important, potentially empowering implications for the ‘quiet 

leaders’ with a less extrovert working style. 

One essential truth to remember is that the people now starting to return to the office are 

not the same as those who left in March 2020. Microsoft’s latest Work Trend Index (The 

next great disruption is hybrid work - are we ready102?) compiles input from 31,000 people 

in 31 countries, labour trends from LinkedIn, and trillions of productivity signals from 

Microsoft 365 to offer a closer look at the year ahead, highlighting what employees truly 

want, and helping leaders chart a path forward.  

The data shows that the past two years left an indelible mark on the psyche of workers, 

altering their expectations and fundamentally shifting the way work gets done. This is a 

pivotal moment, where leadership matters more than ever. Those who embrace a new 

mindset about work and are prepared to change cultural norms will best position their 

people and their business for long-term success.  

Adapting to this influx of change is no easy feat. Working from that Microsoft data, the 

Harvard Business Review identifies five lessons to help leaders empower their teams to 

thrive in the year ahead103: 

 

 Employees have new priorities when it comes to work and life. 

 Managers feel wedged between leadership and employee expectations. 

 Leaders need to make the office worth the commute. 

 Flexible work doesn’t have to mean “always on.” 

 Rebuilding social capital looks different in a hybrid world. 

 

It is not yet clear how far the Covid-driven journey of discovery about work during the past 

two years will change our futures, but it is becoming ever clearer that many of the supposed 

impediments to a more responsive and informal approach to where, how and when we 

work have answers.  A rethinking of the world of work may be one of the most significant 
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outcomes of the Covid pandemic as a whole, which The Atlantic’s Derek Thompson saw last 

October as an example of a larger truth about the convulsive effects of crises104: 

As a general rule, crises leave an unpredictable mark on history. It didn’t seem obvious that 

the Great Chicago Fire of 1871 would lead to a revolution in architecture, and yet, without a 

doubt, it contributed directly to the invention of the skyscraper in Chicago. You might be 

equally surprised that one of the most important scientific legacies of World War II had 

nothing to do with bombs, weapons, or manufacturing; the conflict also accelerated the 

development of penicillin and flu vaccines. If you asked me to predict the most salutary long-

term effects of the pandemic last year, I might have muttered something about urban 

redesign and office filtration. But we may instead look back to the pandemic as a crucial 

inflection point in something more fundamental: Americans’ attitudes toward work. Since 

early last year, many workers have had to reconsider the boundaries between boss and 

worker, family time and work time, home and office.    

That paragraph came from a longer essay105 by Derek Thompson on another completely 

unpredicted and unexpected outcome of the pandemic, The Great Resignation. 
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10. “THE GREAT RESIGNATION”  

Really?   

 

I first noticed that something weird was happening this past spring.  In April 2021, the 

number of workers who quit their job in a single month broke an all-time USA record. 

Economists called it the “Great Resignation.” But America’s quittin’ spirit was just getting 

started. In July, even more people left their job. In August, quitters set yet another record. 

That Great Resignation? It just keeps getting greater. 

“Quits,” as the Bureau of Labor Statistics calls them, are rising in almost every industry. 

Especially for those in leisure and hospitality the workplace must feel like one giant revolving 

door. Nearly 7% of employees in the “accommodation and food services” sector left their job 

in August. That means 1 in 14 hotel clerks, restaurant servers, and barbacks said sayonara in 

a single month. Thanks to several pandemic-relief checks, a rent moratorium, and student-

loan forgiveness, everybody, particularly if they are young and have a low income, has more 

freedom to quit jobs they hate and hop to something else.   

As I wrote in the spring, quitting is a concept typically associated with losers and loafers. But 

this level of quitting is really an expression of optimism that says, We can do better.  

 

For many people all around the world the strange, convulsive experience of the pandemic 

opened doors to previously unspoken thoughts about their lives and their priorities.  Across 

almost all sectors of the economy that enforced space for reflection has led to people re-

thinking profoundly what they want from their lives.  The Great Resignation has been one 

outcome of that process. 

The World Economic Forum has been tracking The Great Resignation (TGR) throughout the 

Covid-19 pandemic, and in November 2021 summarised what the TGR was and what it 

might mean106:   

The Great Resignation is a phenomenon that describes record numbers of people leaving 

their jobs after the Covid-19 pandemic. It is an idea proposed by Professor Anthony Klotz of 

Texas A&M University that predicts a large number of people leaving their jobs after the 

Covid pandemic ends and life returns to "normal." Managers are navigating these ripple 

effects from the pandemic as employees re-evaluate their careers and leave their jobs in 

record numbers. Companies have a record number of open positions in the US, and to 

explore what has been driving this recent shift, a recent in depth analysis by Ian Cook and his 

team of more than 9 million employee records at 4,000 global companies revealed that 

resignation rates are highest among mid-career employees.  At the onset of the pandemic, 

the job market was full of uncertainty and mass layoffs. Millions of people lost their jobs, 

and those lucky enough to remain employed stayed put in their roles for survival.  

 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-05-10/quit-your-job-how-to-resign-after-covid-pandemic?sref=BGQFqz7X
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Klotz diagnosed four distinct causes for the effect107 : 

 A backlog of pent-up resignations from the first uncertain pandemic year 

when people stayed in jobs they might otherwise have left 

 Workers were burnt out 

 What psychologists call Terror Management Theory when people 

confronted with death or serious illness reflect on how much meaning 

exists in their lives 

 The unexpected freedom that millions experienced when the pandemic 

forced them to work at home 

The scale of these effects, almost every month throughout 2020 and 2021 setting a new 

high water mark, continued accelerating108:  Workers quit their jobs in record numbers in 

November 2021. The so-called quits level surged to 4.53 million for the month, according to 

the (Labour) department’s Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey. That represented an 

8.9% increase from October and broke September’s high-water mark of 4.36 million.  

Much of the measurement of TGR has been in core economic sectors which have always 

been closely tracked, but the Cultural and Creative Sector has not been immune from the 

phenomenon, as in this summary piece from the US-based Arts Journal in October 2021109: 

Since April, millions of workers have quit their jobs. Record numbers in April, July and August. 

This after a year when layoffs because of Covid drove the unemployment rate sky high. Now 

there are millions of jobs unfilled. There has been much speculation as to why workers 

are quitting in record numbers. Is it a temporary phenomenon or something more 

fundamental? 

Employment in the arts has been broken for a long time. Employees on the lower rungs of 

arts organisations are generally poorly paid while those at the top do well. There’s also 

a significant gender gap in pay. Contract workers, particularly in theatres and museums, 

have few protections. It’s been difficult to quantify the gaps, until recently.  During Covid, 1.3 

million workers in the arts lost or left their jobs according to estimates by Americans for the 

Arts. A study by Johns Hopkins University reports that, “as of September 2021, the 

percentage of job losses at non-profit arts organisations remains more than 3 times worse 

than the average of all non-profits (-14.8% vs. -4.5%).”   

Perhaps the biggest long-term shift in the arts is the transition away from institutions as the 

central structure in producing the arts. This trend intensified and accelerated during the 

Covid shutdown. The traditional artist management institution has been in decline for years. 

Increasingly, many of the most inventive artists don’t fit into the traditional career paths and 

managements have largely been at a loss to promote them. During Covid, several of the big 

artist managers closed up for good. In an era where artists have more direct interaction with 

their fans, their projects (and careers) are becoming more entrepreneurial and independent. 

Look for the rise of the independent arts producer, competing directly with staid traditional 

institutions that have difficulty in being nimble enough to compete. In some ways the new 

producers, unencumbered with infrastructure and facilities, have a big advantage. Smart 
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institutions will become more and more hybrid — working with creative teams outside to co-

produce and promote. 

And the pattern has continued. The  most recent figures show a record 4.5m American 

workers leaving their jobs in March 2022, most significantly increased in the professional 

and business services sector and in construction. The number of available jobs also rose to 

11.5m (the highest since counting began in December 2000), with some evidence that 

employers requiring their staff to return to their workplaces was itself increasing the figures 

as people left to find an opportunity with more remote potential. 

In the UK in October 2021 The Stage reported that two thirds of women working in theatre 

have considered leaving the profession due to the pandemic110: 

Nearly two thirds of women working in theatre have thought about leaving the industry and 

85% are worried that gender inequality will increase post-pandemic, according to a major 

new report.  In a survey of women working professionally in UK theatre, 61% of respondents 

said they had thought about or are currently considering leaving the sector.  Reasons cited 

included struggling to manage caring responsibilities alongside work and a loss of 

confidence following the pandemic. 

Among the attempts to explain the driving forces behind TGR globally was a study in 

November 2021 by the World Economic Forum111:  People are leaving their jobs in droves, 

and there’s no indication that this mass exodus will slow soon. The term was coined by 

Anthony Klotz who said a wave of resignations was coming as people digested the lessons of 

lockdown and reimagined what normal life should look like. After working from home for 

months, with no commute and more time with family, many people have decided it’s time 

for a change. 

So why are so many people quitting their jobs?  For a variety of reasons – Klotz told  

Bloomberg Businessweek there have been “pent-up resignations” that didn’t happen in the 

worst of the outbreak when many people felt stressed and insecure. Some people may have 

made the decision in the light of government benefits put in place during the pandemic, and 

others may have been just hunting for a better salary.  But there do seem to be deeper 

reasons behind this historic exodus.  Many people are exhausted and burned out after 

working too hard for too long during the pandemic.  

 

The Great Resignation has been a complex phenomenon reflecting different drivers in 

different sectors, with many disparate threads of counter-evidence cutting across the 

picture, and by December 2021 there was enough controversy about TGR to motivate The 

Atlantic to tackle what they described as myths about the situation112:  

The Great Resignation remains one of the buzziest economic stories of 2021. But the more 

people talk about it, the more I wonder whether most people know what they’re talking 

about. Let’s start with what’s true.  
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More Americans left their job in April 2021 than in any other month on record, according to 

the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ analysis of what it calls “quits.” Even more people quit in July, 

setting a new record. We broke that new record again in August. And then again in 

September. This is what people refer to as the “Great Resignation,” and it is getting greater 

by the month.   

Now for what’s not true. Here are three popular myths about the Great Resignation and who 

is affected by it: 

 

 Myth 1: The Great Resignation is about quitting. 

One problem with the term Great Resignation is that resignation sounds 

like a pure subtraction. The increase in quits is in fact significantly about 

low-wage workers switching to better jobs, in industries that are raising 

wages to grab new employees as fast as possible. From the quitter’s 

perspective, that’s a job hop.  That makes it more like the Big Switch than 

the Big Quit. 

 Myth 2: The Great Resignation is about white-collar burnout. 

Although burnout has remained steady for most workers during the 

pandemic, according to Gallup polling remote workers are significantly 

more likely to say they’re burned out now compared with before the 

pandemic. But quits aren’t rising so much in finance, real estate, or the 

broad information sector which includes publishing, software, and 

internet companies. However, this year quits for leisure and hospitality 

workers have increased four times faster than for the largest white-collar 

sector. So we shouldn’t conflate white-collar burnout, genuine as it is, 

with whatever’s driving lower-wage service workers to hop around. Given 

the government statistics and private survey data we currently have, 

these seem like different phenomena.  

 Myth 3: The Great Resignation is a 2021 phenomenon. 

The term Great Resignation was coined by Prof. Anthony Klotz, framing a 

mass exodus from the workforce as a prediction for the year.  But since 

the bottom fell out of the economy in April 2020, the labour-force 

participation rate in 2021 has increased for most groups - men and 

women, white and non-white. The biggest exception is older Americans, 

who by and large quit their jobs (and stayed quit) in 2020.  Roughly one in 

10 seniors left the labor force before we might have expected and didn’t 

come back.  You could see that as the pandemic economy - with its health 

risk of in-person work for the elderly, its economic shocks, and maybe 

even its rise in asset prices and savings rates - producing a large number 

of early retirees. 

 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-05-10/quit-your-job-how-to-resign-after-covid-pandemic
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But amongst all this conflicted research, citing different results from different economic 

sectors, from Cultural and Creative Sector leaders around the world there has been a 

widespread consensus around the core phenomenon – that it is real; that it reflects real 

employment issues in the Cultural and Creative Sector which Covid-19 and governments’ 

response regimes then exposed, and that it points to needs to make changes in our 

approach to employment in the Cultural and Creative Sector, as the Non-Profit Quarterly 

summarised in February 2021113: 

As media chatter focuses on “The Great Resignation,” less attention is paid to what I believe 

to be two driving forces behind so many leaving their jobs, namely: care and burnout.  Both 

the needs to prioritize self and communal care and the quest to remedy burnout in the 

workplace have become more evident as a virus ravages millions of lives while work changes 

very little.  Addressing both may bring forth some breakthrough in employee attrition.  

What this data as a whole reveals about The Great Resignation is that there is seemingly no 

end in sight. This might be because work has become intolerable. Employees are being 

treated as one-dimensional expendable beings with very little care for their three-

dimensional complex lives outside of work. As it stands, the North American work culture is 

invested in the toxic worship of hard work, and collectively many of us in some way or 

another seem to be contributing to this toxicity. We go about our days boasting of over 10-

hour-plus workdays. As proof, some of us have the markings of exhaustion drawn all over 

our bodies like scars, in search of both external and internal validation.  

While many factors play a role in people’s decisions to enter The Great Resignation, there’s 

something else at play here - the dire need for care both on an individual level and a 

communal level, and a much-needed serious need for relief from burnout. When employees 

are so overwhelmed with workload that they can’t properly look after themselves or their 

communities, they inevitably burn out, which leads to a need for rest.  

Employees are the backbone of any organisation or team. There is no business without them, 

which is why employers must do whatever is necessary to cultivate a healthy, thriving space 

manifesting a genuine sense of community for all.  

For possible solutions, below are five implementable strategies with which organisations and 

companies can help reduce high rates of employee resignation: 

 

 Develop a Culture of Care 

The World Health Organisation (WHO) recognizes burnout as an 

“occupational phenomenon.” Burnout is defined as a “state of emotional, 

mental and often physical exhaustion brought on by prolonged or 

repeated stress.” A work environment that fosters a burnout culture can 

do damage not only to the people who work there but also to the 

organisation’s reputation. The truth about addressing “burnout” within 

the workplace is that it is not just an individual problem. It is fuelled by a 
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collective cultural experience, and organisations and companies must 

address it accordingly. 

 Implement Wellbeing Strategies:  

Once organisations and companies have acknowledged causes of 

employee dissatisfaction and high attrition rates, they must move on to 

countering these causes with concrete, long-lasting solutions. The notion 

of care must be incorporated into the culture of organisations and 

companies in a way that is authentic to the employees. Promoting self-

care can look a myriad of ways. For example, it can look like encouraging 

employees to utilize their allotted time off, without lacing it with guilt of 

losing time or not getting the job done. Communal care may also take the 

form of creating a safe space for employees to come together to 

advocate for themselves and for each other without the fear of being 

labeled “troublemakers.” Self and communal care are interconnected—

practicing one without the other may unravel any progress and send you 

back to square one. 

 Incorporate Remote and Hybrid Working Preferences: 

The pandemic has forever impacted our working styles. It has allowed us 

to see that work as we had always done it was not the only way to do it. 

Now we know that work can be done in the comfort of our homes, in 

various spaces and of course in designated workspaces. Allowing 

employees to have a say in which working style works for the collective 

moving forward will be important. 

 

And so this picture joins up. The lessons for leadership and management now coming so 

clearly from the two years of Covid-19 are the same lessons that start to explain the exodus 

of people working in the Cultural and Creative Sector during the pandemic.  And that is 

reassuring – that the same core set of virtuous initiatives and actions will yield positive fruit 

on many different fronts. 

 

  



- 59- 
 

11. CONTENT 

The cultural sector and its programming in uncharted times  

 

When the most prominent elements of a landscape are removed all kinds of other details start 

to become visible.  Remove the largest, tallest trees from a forest and a multiplicity of other 

kinds of life springs up. 

With the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, swirling round the globe like a malign shadow, 

cultural life as it had been known worldwide for centuries stopped in its tracks.  Performing 

venues, museums and galleries, cinemas and arenas closed overnight, closely followed by 

cultural retail, and with those building closures the life brought to the buildings by their artists 

was as suddenly extinguished. But as the closedown dragged on, and brief false dawns of re-

opening only gave way to more lockdowns, artists and arts leaders started to find an 

abundance of fresh ways of re-animating their relationships with their communities and 

connecting with new communities.   

Almost overnight live culture migrated to online platforms in digital and virtual incarnations, at 

first often primitive but quickly more sophisticated. Free performances began joyfully 

colonising public spaces of all kinds and sizes, from grand civic squares to homely front patios.  

Visual artists created public artworks on all scales on a miscellany of sites in their communities.  

Film enthusiasts enjoyed the novelty of pop-up drive-in screenings in abandoned lots all over 

towns and cities.  And organisations unable to offer their communities their normal cultural 

programming found all kinds of other Covid-related roles they were able to play.  They reached 

out to lonely and isolated people with everything from one-on-one performances to food 

deliveries, and richer more wide-ranging kinds of relationships with their communities like 

those of Slung Low theatre in Holbeck114, a district of inner-city Leeds (UK) suffering 

exceptional poverty and all the problems and distress extreme poverty brings.  With every 

passing day it seemed artists and arts leaders found new ways to connect with their 

communities in the surreal, unfamiliar world of the pandemic. 

A kind of cultural life went on, but re-invented to reflect the changed world of Covid-19.  As 

London theatres began to emerge from successive lockdowns producer Nica Burns gave 23 

producers their big break, offering them West End debuts in her Rising Stars Festival115, while 

Canada’s Theatre Calgary gave Albertans an unprecedented vote on the repertoire for the 

company’s 2022/2023 season116. 

In cities around the world street artists set about telling new stories on local sites, and, street 

art being the ultimate visual vehicle for community conversations, the pandemic galvanised 

muralists around the world117, speaking not just to their local communities but becoming 

recognised as an important global movement118.  There were also particular kinds of cultural 

experience that gained a new resonance after the experience of the isolation of lockdown.  It is 

perhaps no accident that Jean Cocteau’s La Voix Humaine, whose one character is a solitary, 

anonymous woman alone in a room with just a disturbing and painful telephone call for 
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company, has in the last two years had a run of productions around the world including a film 

incarnation from Pedro Almodóvar119; a television version120 of Francis Poulenc’s operatic 

incarnation (by the BBC and Royal Opera House), and a staging121 by Ivo van Hove with Ruth 

Wilson as the tortured protagonist. 

Although the explosion in free arts events taking place in outdoor settings122 in the Covid years 

has not all been causally connected with the pandemic, it is hard not to see them as being 

linked. The report Outside the Conventional and into the Mainstream; Arts in Public Space in 

England123 does make that connection, and argues strongly for the range of innovative 

contributions these arts have made during the pandemic and their potential in a post-

pandemic world:  

“Since the first impacts of the pandemic in spring 2020, the repeated refrain from artists, 

companies and arts professionals has been that whatever happens we can’t go back to how 

things were pre-Covid.  Arts in public space are by their very nature dynamic, responsive, 

resilient. These practices demonstrate myriad opportunities to engage the wider public in arts 

and culture, across the UK and around the world. They offer unique potential to find new 

audiences, to respond to new societal agendas and to express new preoccupations through new 

forms and ways of expressing our collective creativity.    

And from Arts Council England’s Director, Combined Arts: “This year (2021) more than ever the 

power and value of arts in public space have shone. Across the UK artists and arts organisations 

have re-inhabited public spaces and re-imagined them for a post-pandemic world.  This report 

is a timely review of the practice and its potential, with welcome provocations about what is 

needed to help it sustain, develop and thrive in the years to come.” 

Another spotlight on the response of artists to the pandemic was The Award for Civic Arts 

Organisations124 created by the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation and King’s College London, to 

celebrate arts organisations whose civic work with and for communities stood out in the first 

year of the pandemic: 

Though it brought devastation, the pandemic has also brought a reset in how we live our lives 

and how communities operate. Arts organisations have helped us to navigate the ‘new normal’: 

culture, creativity and the arts are the basis through which we tell stories of our past, our 

present and our future, enabling us to realise what it means to be fully human, individually and 

collectively. The first edition of this award sought to support organisations in responding to 

urgent community needs, prioritising relevance and becoming more inclusive and impactful. 

The outstanding awardees were chosen from 260 high quality submissions from arts 

organisations of all sizes across the UK. Coming from all around the UK, across the cultural 

spectrum and with differing ways of operating at different scales, the recipients and other six 

shortlisted organisations are all unique examples of how arts organisations are helping to 

shape the future: culture, creativity and the arts are manifesting stories that enable us to 

realise what it means to be fully human, individually and collectively.   



- 61- 
 

Throughout the pandemic the offices of the British Council around the world have kept 

attentive track of the way artists and arts organisations have responded to the pandemic with 

update reports like those from China125 and The Americas126 (from Chile to Canada).    

 

As the impact and significance of the pandemic for communities around the world become 

ever clear, writers and thinkers started reaching for historical reference points. To find a 

parallel for the extended disruption of UK theatre you have to go back 350 years to the closure 

of the theatres in response to The Plague, and the 1642 closure by the Puritan-led parliament 

ordering the indefinite closure of all London theatres citing “stage-plays representative of 

lascivious mirth and levity”127.  Larry Elliott128 in The Guardian explored previous episodes in 

world history when previous moments of disruption had unleashed unexpected kinds of 

creativity:  

Lockdown has hit the sector hard, and by the final three months of 2020 activity was down 

almost 50%. Yet, if the cultural sector can survive in the short term, the long-term future looks a 

lot brighter.  Adversity can also be the spur for creativity. That was true of Shakespeare, who 

wrote some of his most famous plays during and after outbreaks of the plague. The Great 

Depression in the 1930s coincided with a bumper crop of great Hollywood movies. Shocks get 

the creative juices flowing, and the past 18 months have provided one heck of a shock.   

The first industrial revolution, which began in Britain in the middle of the 18th century, had a 

profound effect on artists, writers and composers. William Blake and JMW Turner were shaped 

by the coming of the factory age in a way that Alexander Pope and Thomas Gainsborough were 

discernibly from a pre-industrial age. The early decades of industrialisation led to demands for 

political change, but they also gave rise to the Romantic movement.  If anything, the link 

between culture and economics was even clearer during the second industrial revolution which 

straddled the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century. And in the 

background today, while the Covid-19 pandemic has been raging, big technological changes 

have been unfolding.   

Another perspective came from those looking impatiently to the future, seeing in the 

existential challenge of Covid-19 the potential for just the kind of galvanic shock needed by the 

Cultural and Creative Sector, as in the Fast Company129 essay: Covid-19 devastated arts 

organisations. But it was also a wake-up call they desperately needed130. 

One of the most detailed studies of the way artists and arts organisations navigated the 

pandemic came from the Creative Industries Policy and Evidence Centre (PEC)131 led by NESTA - 

one of the few studies based on solid longitudinal data. The Impact of Covid-19 on the UK’s 

Creative Industries132 was based on two surveys by Creative Radar.  The first was conducted by 

the PEC between January-March 2020 with fieldwork ending on the first day of lockdown, 

providing a snapshot of creative business immediately before the start of the pandemic. The 

team then re-surveyed the same companies just over a year later, discovering which had 

succeeded, which had struggled, and what challenges the creative sector had faced in the 

intervening year – the year of both Covid-19 and BREXIT. The second survey was carried out 

https://www.fastcompany.com/90664676/covid-19-devastated-arts-organizations-but-it-was-also-a-wakeup-call-they-desperately-needed
https://www.fastcompany.com/90664676/covid-19-devastated-arts-organizations-but-it-was-also-a-wakeup-call-they-desperately-needed
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between 12 April and 14 May 2021, using as its sample frame 711 businesses from the original 

976 firms, and the core findings from the study included:  

 

 The impact of the pandemic was very uneven. The Music & Performing Arts, 

Film & TV and Publishing businesses were particularly affected. But some 

businesses thrived, with 18 per cent of businesses hiring more employees 

during the pandemic. These thriving companies were found across all 

creative sub-sectors. 

 More than 25% of the companies in our sample changed or downsized office 

space during the pandemic. Companies in London were particularly likely to 

have downsized. 

 Cultural and Creative companies across the UK kept investing in their 

businesses through the pandemic, with 66% of businesses increasing their 

investments in R&D, design, marketing, training or IT. Companies in 

microclusters were more likely to have increased investment in R&D.  

 

A more desiccated but thoroughly researched study of the pandemic’s effects on 41 top 

performing arts institutions across 6 countries (France, Germany, Italy, Spain, UK and USA) 

came from the Arts and Culture Knowledge Center at Milan’s SDA Bocconi School of 

Management (The Impact Of Covid-19 On The Future of the Performing Arts Sector133), 

amongst other conclusions finding that the competences most acutely needed in the post-

pandemic world would be new kinds of managerial approaches, more sophisticated digital 

competences, and more developed skills and new thinking in marketing and communication, 

audience engagement and fundraising. 

The UNESCO Creative Cities team trawled 90 cities from 44 members states for their UNESCO 

Creative Cities’ Response to Covid-19134, with strikingly consistent findings from around the 

world: 

 

 First and foremost, the Cultural and Creative Sectors have moved online 

 By moving online, and in other innovative ways, access to culture and 

cultural participation have been protected. 

 The  internet  has  proved  to  be  a  particularly  relevant  space  to  engage  

young  people  with  culture. 

 Creativity  and  culture  allowed  for  continued  education  and  learning  in  

virtual  spaces. 

 The “localizing” potential of the creative sector proved to be an asset for 

cities during this period. 
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 Cities have devised many different ways to support, financially and non-

financially, creative professionals who have been significantly affected by 

the pandemic. 

 Creativity provided a vehicle for solidarity and mutual aid during the 

pandemic. 

 Design and innovation have been widely mobilized to provide creative 

solutions to the multiple challenges brought  about  by  the  pandemic 

 

In March 2020 the Paul Hamlyn Foundation (PHF) created a £20 million emergency Covid 

Response Fund (over and above their usual grant-making programmes), which by October 

2021 had made over 430 grants totalling £13.3 million. The PHF reviewed the learnings from 

the programme in A year like no other: Reflecting on PHF’s UK grant-making in 2020/21135.  

More broadly the Foundation’s series of reports How are Arts and Culture organisations 

adapting their work through Covid-19? 136 talked with arts leaders who had significantly 

revisited their core values in response to the experience of the pandemic, and others whose 

organisations had collaborated and adapted in new ways, finding in Covid a fresh focus for 

novel approaches to collaboration. 

Other research documented how the sector’s leaders had contributed to creative responses in 

other areas of society.  In New Arts & Humanities projects at the forefront of Covid-19 

response137 the Arts & Humanities team at King’s College London explored the contributions of 

the Cultural and Creative Sector beyond their own world through papers like The Experience 

Economy in the Time of Covid-19; Digital Cultures of #Covid19; The #CovidCreativesToolkit; Arts 

& Humanities responding to Covid-19 in the Media, and Worldmaking in the Time of Covid-19. 

It was not just the content and programming of the cultural sector that was transformed by the 

impact of the pandemic, but more profoundly the place of the sector in the wider world.  In 

The Role of the Arts during the Covid-19 Pandemic138 Daisy Fancourt (Associate Professor of 

Psychobiology & Epidemiology Research in the Department of Behavioural Science and Health 

Institute of University College London) explored the complex role of the arts during the Covid-

19 pandemic. 

Repeated lockdowns, social distancing, disease control restrictions and other guidance since 

March 2020 created a series of paradoxes and challenges in the arts and cultural sector. On the 

one hand, venue closures and job losses significantly disrupted the cultural industries. However, 

the pandemic also provided new opportunities for home-based arts engagement including 

digital arts activities, online arts and cultural groups, and streamed performances.  

As the pandemic lengthened across late 2020 into 2021, hybrid models of engagement and 

socially-distanced engagement emerged, and since July 2021 the reopening of society has 

provided more freedom for the cultural industries. However, this reopening has also highlighted 

that the arts and cultural sector needs to evolve and adapt to be sustainable in a post-Covid 

world.  



- 64- 
 

The paradoxes and challenges extend to audiences too. When many were unable to go to 

community events or cultural venues for much of the first 16 months of the pandemic, home-

based arts activities became increasingly popular, with evidence suggesting that the 

demographic profile of people engaging with the arts evolved.  However, while the pandemic 

has shown that new audiences can be reached, sustaining them could be a greater challenge.  

A final paradox relates to health and wellbeing. Although the pandemic has caused significant 

economic and psychological hardship, particularly for those working in the arts and cultural 

sector, many people turned to the arts as a vital means of coping with the challenges of the 

pandemic. This report uses the best available evidence to examine all these issues across the 

first 16 months of the pandemic in the UK, and its conclusions are grouped together as: 

 

 Audiences and arts behaviours during the first lockdown  

 Audiences and arts behaviours during subsequent lockdowns 

 Coping during the pandemic 

 The pandemic’s effects on cultural workers 

 

Before a concluding set of implications: 

 

 Given that the pandemic has shown that new audiences can be reached, it 

will be important to develop and implement strategies to ensure those 

audiences continue to have access to arts and cultural activities.  

 The widespread interest in home-based arts engagement and high levels of 

uptake of arts materials and resources during lockdowns indicate that 

parents would be receptive to increased arts opportunities for their children 

either at home or potentially within the community.  

 It will be important to establish how audience demographics for in-person 

activities change as a result of the pandemic, either diversifying as people 

seek to engage from home or contracting as certain audiences are hesitant 

about returning to in-person events. This could have important implications 

for the repertoires and exhibitions presented by arts venues.  

 Digital platforms are offering the arts sector opportunities that should be 

explored further. These include helping people in remote or rural 

communities to access the arts, as well as those who are isolated or face 

psychological or physical barriers to engaging in-person. Digital platforms 

are also providing workers new creative opportunities.  

 Existing online platforms such as Zoom may not be adequate to meet the 

technical and artistic demands of online arts offerings. As many activities are 

delivered by freelancers or small organisations, there will be challenges in 
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ensuring that better technology is affordable and of sufficient quality for 

freelancers to use as a platform. There could be a need for higher-level 

infrastructure investment to support the development of the arts sector as a 

whole in online delivery.  

 There is also the issue of the financial viability of online platforms. It will be 

important to ensure that business models for online platforms adequately 

remunerate creative workers, do not duplicate or detract from in-person 

offerings, and do not adversely affect the funding of in-person arts activities.  

 It will be important for the recovery of the arts and cultural sector to develop 

a hybrid of digital-physical engagement able to weather potential future 

lockdowns or disease-related restrictions. Instead of prioritising all digitised 

arts experiences in the wake of Covid-19, it will be important to ask which 

arts and cultural activities most benefit from being digitised.  

 Cultural workers have faced significant financial hardship as a result of the 

pandemic, especially those who have been self-employed or ineligible for 

government support schemes. There is a clear need to improve the working 

conditions of cultural workers, addressing issues such as job insecurity and 

unpaid work and working to make the sector more sustainable and able to 

withstand times of crisis and their aftermath.  

 Cultural workers would also benefit from support programmes to enhance 

mental health and wellbeing and to help them maintain or develop their 

professional identities and diversify their skillsets.  

 

 

These lessons and other learnings from the ways artists and cultural organisations responded 

to the pandemic are helpful in understanding the creative dynamic of the Cultural and Creative 

Sector more broadly. They link up with other learnings from the pandemic about organisational 

leadership and culture, building up a larger, coherent virtuous spiral of lessons emerging from 

the disparate parts of the picture.  Of few issues is that more true than the explosion in online, 

virtual and digital culture during the two years of the pandemic, where issues of content and 

consumption, management and leadership are inseparably linked. 
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12. ONLINE, VIRTUAL, DIGITAL AND LIVE CULTURE 

Doors and windows into new futures 

 
It was the combination of the suddenness and the global totality of the impact of Covid-19 

that gave the pandemic its spectacular disruptive power.  The overnight suspension of 

nearly all live arts and culture had consequences and effects that unfolded over months, but 

the first responses appeared within days.   

In mid-March 2020 Sir Simon Rattle was scheduled to conduct the Berliner Philharmoniker 

in two 20thC masterworks, Luciano Berio’s Sinfonia and Béla Bartók’s Concerto for Orchestra.  

48 hours before the first concert the German Government closed the country’s concert 

halls.  The concert was a highlight of the orchestra’s season.  Rather than cancel, Sir Simon 

and the orchestra immediately took the decision to stream the performances139 from their 

empty and visibly deserted hall, Rattle introducing it personally from the stage140 with an 

eloquent statement about the power of music to overcome affliction. 

Across the Atlantic the Toronto Symphony Orchestra (TSO) also found itself out of its home 

overnight and barred by physical distancing rules from convening.  The players’ response 

was similarly immediate but quite different.  Members of the orchestra, each alone, in their 

own homes, filmed themselves playing Aaron Copland’s hymn to authentic simplicity 

Appalachian Spring, and the resulting performance was quickly posted online141. The 

players wore random at-home clothes in their individual domestic surroundings, appearing 

on the screen whenever they played and disappearing when they were silent.  In the 

following months it became a commonplace gesture, but in those very early days of the 

sudden frozen isolation of lockdown it was intensely moving.  The video clocked up 459,666 

views, the equivalent of 174 full houses in the TSO’s Roy Thomson Hall home, so a sell-out 

run of nearly 6 months. 

Meanwhile, also in March 2020, the New York actor Joshua William Gelb, suddenly finding 

himself with no theatres and no work, looking around his apartment for any shred of 

inspiration in the crisis, saw a medium-sized cupboard.  He cleared it of its contents, painted 

all its surfaces white, set up a smartphone in front of it, stepped into the cupboard, and in 

an instant he had a global stage - Theatre in Quarantine142. Eighteen months later after a 

deluge of media accolades he said of it: Theater in Quarantine143 is a new performance 

laboratory dedicated to the exploration of the live theatrical experience in the digital space. 

This white-box theater, born out of the stay-at-home orders in March 2020, has now 

streamed over 20 new and original works. The YouTube channel’s 495,000 subscribers 

would equate to 4½ sell-out years at the Public Theater’s Newman Auditorium. 

Also in March 2020, Fusebox, the innovative performance festival held at venues across 

Austin Texas, had just announced its 2020 lineup. The April festival would feature 100 

performances, installations, talks and happenings by local, national, and international 

artists, with more than 40 artists and companies including six special projects from Australia 

and the Asia Pacific region.  Days after that announcement the pandemic struck.  The 
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Fusebox team already enjoyed a reputation for inventive agility, and in just four weeks they 

created a completely new all-online international Fusebox Festival 2020: Virtual Edition144, 

which would be the first of innumerable festivals around the world to offer internationally 

accessible virtual editions, though mostly with more than four weeks planning time. 

Like Fusebox,  Amsterdam’s Concertgebouw had scheduled (over years of painstaking 

planning) a major festival to take place soon after the pandemic struck celebrating the 

music of Gustav Mahler.  In just a few weeks it was entirely replaced by Mahler Festival 

Online145, including filmed virtuoso performances of his ten symphonies (four under 

outstanding conductors no longer living), videos, documentaries, specially produced Mahler 

Sessions and the Olympic symphonic cinema movie.  The 1,856,652 global online 

attendances would equate to 2½ sold-out years in the Concertgebouw, a hundred times the 

attendance the live festival would have achieved.  

To help communities around the world navigate this teeming new virtual universe, the 

world was quickly awash with guidance in exploring the new online offers, like the New 

Zealand Herald’s guide to The web's best virtual tours of parks, museums and cities during 

Covid 19 lockdown146, expanding the horizons of their readers with delights to be enjoyed 

from their living rooms in Rome, Amsterdam, Paris, London and  New York, The Great Wall 

of China, Yellowstone National Park and the San Diego Zoo.  

Those projects all came from the early days of the pandemic, before people had time to 

draw breath and plan more strategic responses to the turbulent new world of lockdowns 

and closures, masks and physical distancing. That frenetic phase did not last long.  

Companies all over the world soon began reaching outside their previous comfort zones and 

skill-bases, challenged by the pandemic to stretch themselves and explore completely new 

ground specifically designed for the new virtual universe.   

Canada’s Against the Grain theatre company is one of the most innovative voices in the 

Canadian operatic landscape, presenting classics in improbable urban settings with vividly 

characterised colloquial translations much closer to contemporary theatre than any 

traditional view of opera. When they reached outside their comfort zone for a pandemic 

project they reached even further. Their filmed Messiah/Complex147, lavishly praised 

internationally148, re-invented Handel’s Messiah as a trans-Canada odyssey, performed in 

Arabic, Dene, English, French, Inuktitut, and Southern Tutchone and featuring twelve 

soloists and four choirs representing, and filmed in, every province and territory across the 

vast country. 

The National Ballet of Canada (NBOC), for their previous seventy years almost always seen 

in the familiar comfort of the world’s leading opera and ballet theatres, created an 

extraordinary short film project with a single dancer and a car atmospherically filmed on a 

deserted country road; Lulu149.  The 11,099 views of the YouTube video would have filled 

the NBOC’s home theatre for 5 sell-out performances, and the film also won for NBOC Best 

International Short Film at the 2020 Milan International Film Festival. 
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In 2021 Zip Zap Circus of South Africa also broke free of their theatre venues with the vivid 

dance-circus film MOYA150, filmed in a vertiginous succession of outdoor locations, winning 

the Outstanding Digital Production award at the International Circus Awards and seen all 

around the world by audiences very few of whom would ever have seen the company live.  

Some of these pivots to online working will prove temporary, but in some cases the 

artworks themselves have been permanently changed by the adaptations of the pandemic.  

In Hong Kong, Aria (a collaboration between the composer Eugene Birman and the media 

artist Kingsley Ng) was originally planned to include as live performers the Copenhagen-

based Theatre of Voices and the Hong Kong Children’s Choir.  Unable to bring the Theatre of 

Voices to Hong Kong, the site-specific premiere in Hong Kong Park instead presented the 

Theatre of Voices soloists as live holograms.  That has now become the fixed form of the 

work even after the pandemic – called by the Financial Times a “pandemic-proof opera for 

our times”151.     

In Taiwan, Artificial Hells (a theatre work from Shakespeare’s Wild Sisters and director 

Baboo Liao, re-locating Dante’s Divine Comedy into the grim world of Asia’s migrant 

workers) was to have included as live actors Chen Wu-kang and Tsai Yi-ling (from Taiwan), 

Sharanya Ramprakas (India), Russ Ligtas (The Philippines), Anastasia Melati (Indonesia) 

APom Kijreunpiromsuk (Thailand) and Rady Nget (Cambodia).  The COVID-19 travel 

restrictions again prevented any of those performers travelling to Taipei. Instead, for the 

April 2022 premiere152 they were each livestreamed into Taiwan’s National Theater, on 

separate screens entirely surrounding the audience, so the cast now seemed to imprison 

the audience in their terrible stories. Again this is now the fixed form of the work.  

Some of the out-of-comfort-zone projects took the form of complex multi-national 

collaborations that would have been inconceivable in the pre-Covid physical world. Theatre 

For One: We Are Here (Nairobi Edition)153, commissioned by The Arts Center at NYU Abu 

Dhabi and produced by Octopus Theatricals, was a cycle of 6 newly made Kenyan plays 

created in in a tri-national collaboration bringing together theater makers from Kenya, 

the UAE and the USA for a live digital theatrical experience connecting one actor and one 

global audience member (another feature of several Covid projects, this personal consumer 

experience) to experience one of six new micro-plays.  

Some of the creative journeys of discovery of the Covid era were revolutions in the technical 

and imaginative complexity with which digital wizardry was applied to a familiar text, like 

the Royal Shakespeare Company’s (RSC) Dream154.  Re-invented in a virtual forest, with 

motion sensors on the actors allowing them to interact with their surroundings and the 

audience at home, the show used the latest gaming and theatre technology and an 

interactive score that responded to the actors' movement during the show. Through their 

mobile devices or the show's website audiences were then able to influence the live 

performance directly from wherever they were in the world.  Dream didn’t come from thin 

air. In 2021 The Arts and Humanities Research Council had awarded the RSC the status of an 

Independent Research Organisation “to fully explore questions about society and culture it 
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has asked on stage for the past 50 years” through the ground-breaking, enormously 

partner-rich Audience of the Future project155. 

This sudden expansion of digital skills and confidence also transformed the reach of 

programmes of cultural education.  In Colombia the music education programme Batuta156 

(loosely modelled on Venezuela's El Sistema) has always delivered entirely in-person 

experiences, of great value and power but necessarily of limited reach.  Then came the 

pandemic.  Batuta responsed with Gran Concierto Virtual Batuta157 as an opportunity for 

children from their programme Music for Reconciliation, giving initial musical training to 

18,000 child victims of the armed conflict.  It enabled them all to share in the full scope of 

the virtual and remote training strategy created by Batuta during the pandemic, combining 

synchronous and asynchronous virtual classes, the creation of a YouTube channel with the 

best music lessons from all regions of the country, psycho-social care for participants and 

their families via cellphone, a radio channel (Batuta al aire), a podcast series (Batuta en casa 

- Batuta at home), sound flash drives and USB readers for children without internet access, 

the creation of a new E-Learning platform, the production of local and regional virtual 

concerts, and the staging of the Grand Batuta Virtual Concert.  Before the pandemic Batuta 

had never used IT in any of these ways. The pivot created new business units for Batuta and 

developed a transformative capacity to work online. For the children and their families it 

opened completely new doors to accessing knowledge and learning through IT, embracing 

them in international content production that defied all the limitations of geography and 

demography.  

At the beginning of the two pandemic years digital skills in technical, production and 

distribution were unevenly spread through the arts and cultural community, and often it 

was the smaller, contemporary companies who were most comfortable with digital 

technology.  When online productions became, overnight, the only way audiences and 

producing companies could connect, it quickly became essential for companies of all kinds 

on all scales to address those digital skill gaps to give them credible online digital production 

and distribution capacity.  Some arts producing and presenting companies developed their 

own digital capacity, adding specialist roles to their staff and leasing or buying the necessary 

equipment, while others set up partnerships with digital specialist companies able to 

provide skilled staff and equipment as part of an organisational collaboration.   

For people needing advice about the specialist skills required, help was at hand from 

sources like The Space158, the UK digital agency set up by Arts Council England and the BBC 

to expand digital engagement across the arts and cultural sector, or more didactic sources 

like Digital Skills for Performance: a framework for assessing current and future digital 

skills needs in the performing arts sector159 from Emerald Insight.  The rapid expansion of 

digital skills in the Cultural and Creative Sector has even been credited with giving a boost to 

the Metaverse160.  And meanwhile, with the explosion in digital production and distribution, 

the prices and availability and usability of much of the hardware and software tumbled to 

reflect what was fast becoming a mass market.  
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Meanwhile, it was so clearly important to discover what was happening at the consumption 

end of the digital chain that audience research teams all over the world have made that a 

specific study in the past two years.  Such studies exist in almost every developed cultural 

economy, like the Audience Agency (UK) study (How audiences have responded to arts, 

culture and heritage organisations moving online during the Covid-19 lock-down161), 

several studies in the US162 and Canada and a thorough study from the Australia Council for 

the Arts (In Real Life: Mapping digital cultural engagement in the first decades of the 

21st century163), concluding: 

 

 We live in a hybrid world where increasing use of mobile technology 

means that digital elements are embedded in everyday life and cultural 

participation.   

 More people are creatively participating, and it is increasingly difficult to 

distinguish ‘artist’ and ‘audience’. This is because of the rise of 

participatory digital technologies over the past two decades and, more 

recently, a small number of integrated digital platforms that 

permeate everyday life via mobile technologies.  

 Audience expectations are changing. Audiences expect to be able to insert 

themselves into the story of an artwork, and to have access to multiple 

lines of communication – with performers as well as other audience 

members and participants.    

 For many people, the live experience is no longer just about ‘in-person’ 

attendance. It can mean experiencing art simultaneously with others and 

watching events unfold in real time. 

 Digital access is unevenly distributed and does not automatically mean 

increased participation for everybody.  

 Audience expectations now also include significant access to arts and 

culture for minimal cost. Digital technology has made it harder for 

copyright holders to exert control over artworks, but has also led to an 

expansion of options for sharing and remixing artistic content. New 

business models and systems of copyright are required to secure 

renumeration for artists and creatives.    

 Many of the digital trends highlighted by Covid-19 adaptation were 

already occurring and have been accelerated by the pandemic.  

 

That report was soon followed by the Australia Council’s Digital Culture Strategy164 setting 

out a vision for a thriving, digitally enabled arts and cultural sector, providing an overarching 

framework and priorities to increase digital engagement with the arts and by 2024 build 
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capability and resilience across the arts and cultural industries ensuring: 

 

 Australian creative practitioners embrace digital and emerging 

technologies to develop their practice. 

 Australian creative practitioners are digitally confident and proficient. 

 Audiences can easily discover and access Australian arts and culture 

online. 

 Digital environments support sustainable creative careers and business 

models. 

 First Nations arts and cultural experiences are amplified through digital 

mediums. 

 

Another study of the behaviour of the digital cultural market was carried out by Kantar 

Public for the Singapore Arts Council (Digital Arts Consumption during Covid-19165), seeking 

to understand the behaviour and motivations of the Singapore public and arts audiences, to 

inform decisions about how the Singapore arts community should respond to the Covid-19 

crisis and emerge stronger and grow new audiences post-pandemic. 

Useful foundations for all this work were laid internationally just before the onset of the 

pandemic by the International Federation of Arts Councils and Culture Agencies (IFACCA) 

with members in over 70 countries worldwide, with their Supporting Culture in the Digital 

Age166.  The report was complete in March 2020 so literally on the eve of the outbreak of 

Covid-19, but it is a valuable and well researched global study covering topics such as: 

 

 Digital technologies and the cultural value chain:  

Trends, challenges, responses 

 Creating in the digital age 

 Production and distribution  

 Access and Participation 

 Towards a digital culture framework  

 Core themes 

 Public agencies in the digital age  

 

For most of the pandemic, artists, arts organisations and arts consumers had virtually no 

opportunity to connect with one another other than online, sharing digital and virtual art 

products and events. Trying to foresee what may happen after the pandemic is over and 
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audiences are confidently returning to live events raises two interrelated questions: 

 

 How far is the online interest kindled in arts consumers during the no-

choice era of the pandemic likely to convert into continued interest in 

consuming the arts online (maybe in parallel with live attendance, maybe 

different audiences consuming online and live)?  

 Has the digital creativity of artists been stimulated and expanded enough 

for them to want to continue creating in digital, virtual, interactive and 

online media as well as for live audiences. 

 

On both questions the evidence is not yet conclusive, consisting mainly of data on how 

people have behaved during the pandemic and less certain predictions of how they say they 

expect to behave after it is over.  In an February 2022 essay for Arts Professional167 the CEO 

of The Space wrote: Audiences have had almost 24 months of remote engagement with 

culture. It’s now time to share evidence, learning, success and failure for the post-pandemic 

landscape … This is an exciting new chapter for the sector. We look forward to seeing people 

experiment with what experiences of the future might look like. It’s clear that something 

fundamental has changed over the last 24 months. Uptake, understanding and willingness 

to engage have all increased. We’re just at the beginning of our journey to work out how 

inspiring that might be … expressing general hopes for a hybrid future but as yet on the 

basis of little hard evidence.  

In the UK the Audience Agency’s methodological analysis of digital engagement (as it looked 

in January 2021 - Digital Engagement, From the Covid-19 Participation Monitor168) contains 

detailed and specific insights, but few of them can confidently be projected forward to 

predict post-pandemic trends.  

Primary research by Purple Seven169 suggested those most engaged in digital content were 

those already most engaged in physical content, with the majority using digital as a 

substitute for live and wanting to return to in-person activity, but the sample contained only 

previous live attenders so would not have picked up new digital-arts-discoverers.  

Purple Seven – as so many – have found it difficult to answer the key question of the extent 

of previously non-engaged adults who engaged with the arts digitally during Covid-19 (i.e. 

new digital-arts-discoverers), and there seems as yet to be little convincing research on the 

two questions above, which will be key to digital market behaviour post-pandemic.  The 

increasingly clear truth that Covid impacted different people and communities differently170 

makes this analysis even harder.   

The 2021 Digital Hybridity report from The Audience Agency171 reads positively (there is an 

appetite for continued digital engagement as well as digitally enhanced in-person 

experiences, especially among younger audiences, and lower engaged audiences expressed 

about as much interest as higher engaged audiences in digital offerings, which may prove to 
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be an attractive draw), but that needs caveating with a recognition that what respondents 

say they will do in the future and what they actually do often turn out to be two very 

different things.   

In parallel with this work, WolfBrown in the US have also been keeping detailed longitudinal 

track of audience responses to online culture and also to evolving attitudes toward live 

culture through their Audience Outlook Monitor172. The Monitor is an international 

collaboration with 24 global partners (in separately analysed cohorts) and 660 participating 

cultural organisations, working with leading researchers, funders and service organisations 

to help Cultural and Creative Sector leaders make better informed decisions about how and 

when to re-start live programming based on extensive research and survey data.  Out of this 

work has come useful strategic thinking about digital culture, separating out five possible 

strategic intentions cultural organisations might have behind their digital programming: 

 

 Product line extension/expansion - Digital content as a means of 

expanding the paid audience for core programs; 

 Brand awareness and accessibility - Digital content as a means of 

enhancing brand awareness or increasing accessibility for audiences who 

experience challenges to attending in-person; 

 Engagement around live programs - Digital content as a means of 

deepening impact and engagement with live programs; 

 Increase frequency, retention - Digital content as a means of reducing 

churn and increase frequency, especially for audiences living some 

distance from live performance spaces; 

 Audience development - Digital content as a means of education, 

exposure, and expanding aesthetic boundaries 

 

Looking at the international research overall, it does seems clear that there are likely to be 

pre-existing live arts attenders and participants who have engaged digitally during Covid, 

and also a separate group of people newly engaging with organisations online for the first 

time. It is important for cultural organisations to have plans in place to develop and deepen 

relationships with both these groups of customers.  

Stepping back and looking overall at this extraordinary explosion of creation and 

consumption around the world in the online, virtual and digital cultural worlds during the 

two years of the pandemic, it is clear that: 

 

 Artists and organisations in the Cultural and Creative Sector have gained 

both a far greater depth of comfort and confidence in the digital and 

online worlds and also a much greater expressive breadth in the way 

they use these new media; 
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 During the past two years using digital tools in artistic creation has 

become more normal and routine and skill levels, organisational 

structures and technical support in many arts and cultural organisations 

have now evolved to permanentise that trend; 

 Given the exploratory and adventurous nature of artistic creativity and 

the increasing versatility and usability of the equipment, there seems no 

reason not to expect creative activity in the online and digital worlds to 

continue to evolve and develop;  

 Some of the existing cultural audiences who migrated to the new media 

expect to stay with them, probably alongside live consumption, making 

decisions (about both online and live offers) on the basis of their interest 

in the specific offer; 

 A significant number of people (different in different parts of the world) 

who were not previous live attenders have begun engaging with cultural 

creativity online during the pandemic, often from new demographics, 

and there seem no reason to think that they will stop that engagement 

provided quality content is available that appeals to them.   

 

In the absence of hard facts this is a field where there are as many opinions as there are 

people to contribute them, but Fergus Morgan’s What now for the future of digital theatre 

in a post-lockdown world?173 (The Stage, March 2022) is optimistic for the future: 

For almost two years, with venues closed and stages empty, digital theatre came to the 

rescue. At first, in spring 2020 when many people thought the Covid-19 pandemic would last 

less than a month, the options mostly consisted of either archived productions made 

available online or plays performed via video conferencing software. Gradually, as weeks 

turned into months, digital theatre began to diversify dramatically. Streaming services 

started up. Live broadcasts of new shows became increasingly popular. Virtual festivals 

flourished. Inventive artists produced interactive events and immersive experiences online. A 

remarkable range of digital theatre became accessible from just about anywhere. 

There is now a growing community of theatremakers committed to making work specifically 

for online audiences using equipment that already exists. There is yet another field of digital 

theatre that is dedicated to developing new technology and applying it to live performance: 

the growing spheres of virtual reality and augmented reality.  “Conversations around this 

technology have been around for a while, but the pandemic has definitely been a catalyst 

that has pushed them to the front of the queue,” says Toby Coffey, head of digital 

development at the National Theatre and leader of its Immersive Storytelling Studio.  

Most artists and organisations that plan on continuing to pursue digital theatre – whether 

they are live-streaming traditional stage shows, producing digital-first productions, or 

experimenting with AR and VR technology – share a common goal, and that is to reach new 
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audiences in new ways. But perhaps the most significant reason for the continued existence 

and development of digital theatre post-pandemic – and the factor that will ensure it is part 

of the performing arts industry from now on – is the simple fact that it is now a genuine 

possibility for more artists and organisations than it has been in the past. 

And from the other side of the world, from the theatre-maker Richard Jordan in Adelaide174: 

When the pandemic hit, independent artists were quickest to capitalise on the digital art 

form. Many large organisations without a digital platform pre-pandemic were slower to 

respond. Quickly, digital was everywhere, with work from emerging artists to the larger 

organisations who followed, playing to a captive audience locked down at home. As a result, 

theatres and companies achieved huge global reach. With no live shows to review, critics 

were suddenly writing about digital work, especially from new or emerging artists who had 

never been on their radar before. 

Now, as live performance returns, despite it going quieter, theatre has not abandoned 

digital.  Digital must remain a consistent, visible part of theatres and festivals’ long-term 

supported programming so that it is equally identifiable and embraced by audiences as its 

live counterpart. 

One such organisation ensuring this is the Adelaide Fringe, which has continued to 

encourage the presentation of both formats side by side. This programming component of its 

post-pandemic recovery will continue building a strong cross-over of audiences and greater 

presentation opportunities for artists.  One example of such success can be found at Adelaide 

Fringe’s new writing hot-house Holden Street Theatres. Its artistic director, Martha Lott, 

recognised that an international programme of works was important to the fringe but 

currently difficult to bring over, so she built a digital theatre as its third space.  Canada’s 

Cultch Theatre in East Vancouver and I have collaborated with her to curate a programme of 

professionally filmed international works from artists and companies in British Columbia. It 

has allowed for a cross-over between presenting formats and given digital more visibility to 

audiences and critics. 

A commitment to digital offers additional, universally accessible audience reach and 

international bandwidth for artists when the international touring of physical productions 

remains complex and presents even greater economic challenges. If we don’t maintain 

digital’s presence with audiences now, then all the good work, time and investment of the 

past two years to build and retain these theatregoing habits could be lost. 

 

The Cultural and Creative Sector’s transformatively expanded engagement with these new 

technologies may prove to be the single most long-lasting of the many changes resulting 

from the pandemic, as the clear-eyed François Matarasso presciently wrote in early 2021 in 

his deeply thoughtful Into the Digital World: Pandemic Responses175: 

Since the Enlightenment, the European cultural tradition has placed its highest value on 

ideas of authenticity and lived experience. It has endowed the object with a quasi-religious 
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status, like a relic that connects the faithful with a saint. A performance supposedly works its 

magic in the present. You can watch it online, but like the millions who have been obliged to 

attend mass via screens during lockdown, it’s hard to escape the feeling that the experience 

is second-rate. That unease is encapsulated in the double sense of the word ‘screen’ – 

something which offers access but also stands between and obscures. No wonder a cultural 

sector that elevates the live, direct, authentic experience above all others can be disdainful 

of the filtered experience of art offered by digital technology and its ubiquitous screens. 

All that has now changed, utterly and permanently.  

Whatever the digital world is doing for the arts now, there is no going back to the world 

before the pandemic. The cultural professions are experiencing a crash course in digital 

technology but so are their existing and potential audiences. People’s habits, interests and 

expectations will change. Online exhibitions will not replace those expensive blockbusters, 

but they can complement them, giving many more people access and offering a different 

experience where being able to look at a painting closely and for a long time is a good 

alternative to communion with the object’s physical reality. I’m no futurologist, but I expect 

cultural organisations and their programmes to be increasingly hybrid, with parallel 

existences in physical and digital worlds. After all, that’s what books have been for 

centuries…  

The particular circumstances of different performing and visual artforms in different 

countries differ, but the core of these arguments, that we have passed what New York 

Police Commissioner William Bratton would have recognised as a Tipping Point176, is surely 

right. The creativity of artists around the world combined with the inquisitiveness of their 

audiences will dictate that, alongside the return of live culture, the fast evolving worlds of 

online, digital, virtual and hybrid culture are here to stay.   
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13. TOURING 

Different drivers to change 

 

For many of the issues and topics in this study the picture has evolved materially from the 
way it looked at the time of the previous study177, either with the future landscape looking 
as it looked nine months ago but clearer, or with a picture that has evolved in a different 
direction to what looked likely in August 2021.   

That is not the case with touring.  Nine months ago it looked as if the old pre-Covid 
resource-hungry approach to international touring of performance projects and exhibitions 
was already changing in ways that the pandemic had only emphasised. Then, the 
combination of the enormous cost of international touring, considerations of the climate 
impact of the travel involved, and the constantly increasing global online access to culture 
together suggested that the old-style approach to touring might be about to become 
unsustainable. 

For many companies and artists, before the onset of Covid-19 touring was the lifeblood of 
their year’s work. It was not unusual for companies most in global demand to be travelling 
for three quarters of each year. By the time of the pandemic’s suspension of all travel many 
arts leaders were already thinking afresh about their approach to touring, at a time when 
the sector generally was becoming preoccupied with the issues of climate-change and 
sustainability.   

Nine months ago fresh approaches to touring were being discussed where daily city-
hopping, often with air travel and performances on alternate days throughout the tour, 
would be replaced by longer visits to a smaller number of hub centres where more 
meaningful kinds of relationships could be formed.  New kinds of artistic residencies and 
partnerships would take the place of the old promiscuous model of perpetual travel.  
International arts residencies can engage local communities more deeply than many other 
arts activities, often being powerful forces for intercultural understanding.  When the 
pandemic was over, arts residencies looked likely to play an important role in the re-
invention of touring and the emergence of new kinds of national and international 
exchange178.  Talking now with colleagues around the world involved in touring, the picture 
appears less clear than it looked nine months ago.   

The expense of touring is becoming a more significant driver - and with the current rise in 
fuel costs that pressure only looks likely to increase.  Talking with individual artists finds 
many becoming deeply concerned about the carbon footprint of their travel179, and the 
pioneering Julie’s Bicycle180 has done extraordinary work encouraging a climate-responsible 
approach amongst the Cultural and Creative Sector, initially in the UK and now increasingly 
worldwide.  

However, talking with one management company “we find very few artists care about 
carbon footprints … they just want to get around to as many places as possible.  The touring 
scenario is also very different depending on what country you are talking about. The 
necessity to tour is a British budget reality, but the situation is very different the further East 
and North you go.  Also, touring dance will always be hugely profitable whereas with opera 
and orchestras one has to think very carefully.”181.   



- 78- 
 

Tours are often planned three to five years ahead, so future plans are already being nailed 
down by decisions being taken today before a picture with overall clarity has emerged.  
Writing the last study, it did seem likely that the financial pressures might lead to less of the 
kind of whirlwind city-hopping tours of short stops that were the norm a decade ago, and 
tours that evolve into series of short residencies with more added value to the communities 
involved were being discussed more than they were.   

Looking afresh now at the picture as a whole, during the last two years the travel 

restrictions of COVID, the implementation of BREXIT, the increasing foregrounding of 

environmental issues emphasised by COP26 and the latest IPCC report182 plus increasing 

economic pressures have together created a perfect storm for cultural touring, leading to 

two questions.  Is the overall touring picture changing for the long-term and, if it is, how far 

does that reflect learnings specific to the pandemic. 

The financial issues vary from country to country.  For European countries where a high 

proportion of cultural institutions’ revenues comes from public sector funding the 

economics of touring can be less challenging.  In the UK with little government funding 

available to support international touring (surprisingly, given what a powerful effect cultural 

export has on international perceptions of Britain), and with ticket revenues rarely able to 

cover the travel, accommodation and fee costs of a tour, setting up tours from Britain is 

always a challenge.  For North American cultural institutions touring is almost always 

dependent on corporate investment or philanthropic giving, where companies and 

individuals do see the positioning and reputational benefits of international exposure. 

But there is now growing evidence that the new approaches to touring scheduling described 

in the first report as becoming more focused and less environmentally promiscuous183 are 

more widespread. The Edinburgh International Festival is one amongst many whose website 

now links from its landing page directly to a positioning statement about sustainability184: 

“We are so proud of the role we play in enabling audiences from across the world to discover 

thrilling art at the Edinburgh International Festival, yet we recognise that the international 

nature of our work has an environmental impact. That’s why we have embedded sustainable 

initiatives at the heart of everything we do to help create a brighter future for Scotland and 

beyond. Our ambitious targets are driven by an urgent need for global change and our desire 

to be recognised as an industry leader in sustainability.”  Converting that intention into 

reality, two of the world’s great orchestras are this year presenting residencies creating 

more meaningful and extended relationships than hit-and-run single concerts.  The 

Philharmonia are bringing two orchestral concerts, a chamber recital by their star players 

and opera performances of Dvořák’s Rusalka, while the Philadelphia Orchestra brings to 

Edinburgh two showcase events in the Usher Hall, a chamber concert by its key players and 

an outdoor concert.  

Another approach is for local presenters and promoters to join together in clusters, so for 

example artists or presenting organisations being based for a few days in Cologne places the 

audiences of Dusseldorf and Dortmund, Frankfurt and Brussels within easy reach for linked 

events. As the arts and cultural world increases its engagement with climate issues, the 
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onerous exclusivity restrictions of old (where presenters prohibited invited companies or 

individual artists from performing within a specific distance and time-frame of their own 

event) are starting to give way to more collaborative and flexible approaches, making both 

financial and environmental sense as well as reducing pressures on touring artists. 

The evolving position with climate concerns seems to be that the tension between artists’ 

sensibilities and the financial pressures on cultural institutions is gradually shifting towards 

more shared recognition that artistic touring by orchestras, opera and ballet companies and 

theatre productions can be managed in ways that reduce its environmental impact – both 

by reducing the total number of tours and by managing touring more imaginatively and 

responsibly.  In some cases whole tours have been replaced by online productions. Digital 

audiences throughout China have enjoyed extensive virtual access to the London Symphony 

Orchestra in the past two years far beyond anything that could have been achieved through 

live tours185. 

Drawing back to look at the touring landscape overall, there are evolving changes taking 

place with varying degrees of visibility, but most of them reflect processes already underway 

rather than specific fruits of the pandemic, which are more evident in management and 

business strategy learnings of the kind making up the rest of this study.  There are also 

timeframe issues specific to touring with its multi-year planning cycles. Just now many 

cancelled projects and tours are still being rescheduled, so it may be 2024/25 before we 

start to see more visible long-term changes.   
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14. CONSUMERS, AUDIENCES AND COMMUNITIES  

Engaging with their changed needs  
 

After decades of internationally accumulating experience amongst cultural sector leaders 

about ways of communicating with audiences and communities, constantly refining their 

approaches and techniques, the past two years have posed completely fresh challenges.  

For most cultural producers and presenters, communicating with their current and potential 

new audiences (and lapsed past customers) has essentially been a matter of describing 

upcoming events in terms that make them as attractive as possible to the people making up 

a theoretical target audience.  Yes, responsible organisations also aim to achieve buy-in to 

their mission, sales pitches being more compelling if the buyer feels in a meaningful 

relationship with the cultural organisation and its artists.  But until the onset of the 

pandemic cultural marketing and communications teams were most focused on describing 

their programming - about which they were comprehensively informed.   

Overnight that situation changed utterly. There was no upcoming programming to 

communicate, nor any authoritative sense of when programming would resume or cultural 

buildings would re-open.  Quickly there was a fault line between two groups of cultural 

organisations.  Some, feeling cast adrift on a sea of hopeless uncertainty, gave up reaching 

out to their communities altogether, instead resorting to occasional numbing statements of 

confused ignorance. Others quickly saw the importance of staying connected with their 

communities, so started talking to them affirmatively about their organisations’ missions 

and values and their intentions for the re-opened future - whenever it arrived.   

There was also a distinct shift to social media playing a growing role in the communications 

mix as the pandemic continued, tracked in research by the Policy & Evidence Centre186. 

Organisations moved beyond traditional metrics of likes, shares and number of followers to 

develop deeper connections with communities.  The report explored what sparked 

conversation and connection between organisations and audiences, finding evidence of a 

‘pivot to purpose’ and increased civic mindedness, with digital teams often at the forefront 

of connecting the sector more closely with reform, change and social justice.  

Some organisations were quicker than others to see in their online incarnations a key to 

developing new, opportunity-rich kinds of conversations with their communities and 

audiences.  The British cultural market analyst Andrew McIntyre, always relentlessly looking 

beyond what for other people are horizons, wrote a series of essays during the pandemic, 

launching the first of them in 2020 We can do digital, can we do strategy?187.  The response 

of arts, culture and heritage organisations to the Covid-19 crisis has been swift in 

deployment and magnificent in scale. Possibly too swift and too magnificent.   

I’m arguing that the phenomenal effort we’re all putting into giving audiences access to our 

digital content needs to be re-framed as a series of radical experiments that can make our 

post-lockdown organisations far more Audience-focused. There’s now a growing chorus 

asking for some reflection, asking, ‘Does the stuff we’re doing actually fit with our mission, 
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vision or cause?’, ‘Who are we doing this for?’ and ‘How will any of this help us in the long 

term?’. A quick consensus is emerging that the ‘winning formula’ will be vision-led 

organisations producing content that is authentic and human, in an attempt to engage and 

build their communities. In short, the organisations best placed to succeed will be those that 

are unequivocally Vision-led and relentlessly Audience-focused. 

Most organisations can invoke their vision/mission/cause and claim to be Vision-led (some 

more convincingly than others). But most fall short on true Audience-focus: putting 

the needs of their audiences at the heart of all of their processes. It’s grasping this 

fundamental tenet – that people engage in culture to meet deep seated, social, intellectual, 

emotional and spiritual needs – and that we need to design everything we do deliberately to 

meet those needs, that sets Audience-focused organisations apart from the rest. Audience-

focus attracts new people, deepens engagement, builds community, accrues brand equity, 

generates income and delivers the mission/vision/cause. It’s the secret sauce for success. 

Institutions invariably find it difficult to become more Audience-focused – the hard yards of 

real organisational change are made harder by the inertia of business-as-usual: the tyranny 

of business plans; the lack of discretionary budgets; the rigidity of hierarchies; the isolation 

of departmental silos; and the dead hand of custom and practice. New ways of working and 

thinking are rehearsed only in the 5% of marginal space remaining.  But Covid-19 has, at a 

stroke, suspended normalcy and created a vast, liminal space in which real change is 

suddenly more possible. Our plans are frozen, our budgets in flux or free fall, our hierarchies 

suddenly flattened, maybe our usual silo colleagues have been furloughed, so we have to 

collaborate with new people, in new ways. Business can’t be ‘as usual’.  

Meanwhile, cultural market researchers have also been approaching the challenge of the 

future from the opposite end – interrogating existing cultural markets and communities and 

looking for rational pointers to the future.  The indispensable Culture Track188 won 

significant funding for two waves of a major North American research and strategy initiative, 

carried out in partnership by Slover Linett Audience Research and LaPlaca Cohen, 

designed to support the cultural sector and help strengthen communities during and after 

the Covid-19 crisis.  

It aimed to answer a range of urgent, complex questions about the place of the arts and 

culture in the hearts, minds, families, and social and emotional lives of Americans during 

these disorienting times and, crucially, to help make strategic sense of the answers via 

forward-looking, inclusive dialogues leading to adaptation, resilience and relevance.  The 

survey and qualitative research, not just among arts audiences but also surveying the wider 

North American public (with 120,000 survey responses from all 50 USA states, Washington 

DC, Puerto Rico and two Canadian Provinces) aims at deepening understanding of how 

cultural organisations can help their communities during these times.  The two studies are 

Wave 1 (Culture + Community in a Time of Crisis189) and Wave 2 (Culture + Community in a 

Time of Transformation190), which ends:   

https://www.sloverlinett.com/
https://www.laplacacohen.com/
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We have been living with the Covid-19 pandemic longer than many imagined, and we 

continue to adapt and change in response to our evolving pandemic reality.  We are not the 

same people we were before the pandemic swept across the USA, and we are also not the 

same people we were in Wave 1. The past year has been marked by continued social 

isolation, political and social divides, economic uncertainty, environmental crises, and racial 

reckoning. During this time the collective discourse has more strongly acknowledged the 

ways that racism has shaped the world around us—the cultural sector included. Therefore, 

along with examining overall pandemic-era shifts, this second wave of our study also seeks 

to highlight the experiences of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) populations.  

The studies are far too rich in detailed content to summarise, but for anyone seeking to 

understand the state of North American cultural markets during the pandemic they are 

essential reading. 

A more specific research and analysis programme comes from the US-based WolfBrown and 

their global Audience Outlook Monitor191 which in March 2022 reached Phase 3 of its 

journey, updating its community with the latest recovery mileposts: 

 

 Omicron was a 3-month event (Dec - Feb) in terms of its affect on 

demand, and all indicators continued to improve incrementally from Feb. 

to March 

 Orchestras and theatres are currently looking at 65% to 70% of a 

reactivated customer base, while performing arts centres are looking at 

75% to 80% on average of a reactivated customer base  

 Very few people are still asking for distancing protocols 

 Next month will determine if we can break through the pre-Delta “ceiling” 

of comfort with attending large venues 

 As of March, between 30% and 40% of all respondents hadn’t returned to 

the sending organisation during 2021-22; however between 30% and 40% 

of these non-returners have attended other organisations, which is to say 

they’ve re-entered the cultural marketplace 

 Among those who’ve not yet returned, roughly 35% cite health concerns 

(i.e., 10% to 14% of all respondents); at this point these people are mostly 

“long-term non-returners” – they will come back slowly, if at all 

 Attitudes about mask mandates softened a good deal in March 

 

From the UK, the UCL report The Role of the Arts during the Covid-19 Pandemic192 is a rich, 

wider-ranging source of information about the changing nature of cultural audiences and 

markets during the pandemic.   
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Perhaps most significantly, while demographic patterns of engagement were largely 

consistent with pre-pandemic data, showing that young people, females, and individuals 

with higher education levels remained highly engaged, there are also signs that new 

audiences were reached during the first lockdown … These findings confirm that access to 

and participation in the arts has shifted across the pandemic and the situation has evolved, 

and that it is vitally important to understand how changes in enablers and barriers to 

participation have shifted. 

Audience diversification has been a key goal for the cultural sector in recent years, and the 

pandemic has shown that audiences can be broadened if circumstances change. However, it 

is retaining those audiences over time that appears the greater challenge at present. The 

findings presented here will be important to the cultural sector to identify strategies that 

would support sustained audience diversification in the future … Digitisation of arts and 

cultural activities has received much audience interest with increases in viewers and 1 in 4 

saying they may opt for online activities instead of in-person visits even after the pandemic 

subsides. 

It will be important to establish whether audience demographics for in-person activities have 

changed as a result of the pandemic. Evidence so far suggests that audiences diversified 

mostly during the first lockdown.  As cultural activities resume it will be important to 

examine whether people engaging from home continue to do so and whether audiences 

contract as individuals choose not to return to in-person events, especially those at greater 

risk from Covid-19. If audience profiles for in-person events do change this could have 

important implications for the repertoires and exhibitions that arts and cultural venues 

present. 

 

With the gradual opening up of communities around the world, early expectations that arts 

audiences would be impatient to return often turned out to be optimistic.  The UK’s Cultural 

Participation Monitor193 (a nationwide population research study, part of the wider 

Research Project into the UK cultural impacts of Covid-19194 led by the Centre for Cultural 

Value) confirmed that: audiences have been slow to return to live events, as well as 

confirming that audience behaviour will be different after the pandemic, particularly in 

relation to more local attendance, greater digital engagement (alongside, and in some cases 

replacing, live attendance) and openness to changes in event formats from significant 

minorities of the population (e.g. through blended digital and live events).  

Similar findings about the slow rate of audience return to live culture came from the 

Australian research agency specialising in culture, creativity and community, Patternmakers, 

whose headline findings in November 2021195 were: 

 

 Audiences are cautiously optimistic as summer approaches, but many 

uncertainties remain; 
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 Digital participation has begun to climb again, as cultural organisations 

grow more proficient with engaging audiences online; 

 Covid-safety remains paramount, with vaccine passports being top of 

mind; 

 Local loyalty is on the rise, as audiences look for low-risk ways to support 

the arts. 

And as recently as March 2022196 

 7 in 10 past attenders are back at cultural events, but half remain 

concerned about risks; 

 Vaccine passports remain the preferred Covid-safety measure, while 

masks still have a role; 

 Attendances and spending levels are rising, but 70% of those making 

plans are still staying local.  

 

The most recent findings (March 2022) from Canada’s Arts Response Tracking Study197 also 

point to a slower than expected return of audience comfort with live events: 

 

 Masks are back as the top precaution needed to make indoor culture-

goers (who have already gone back or who are ready to go back 

immediately) comfortable attending indoor performances (40%). The 

proportion who mentioned vaccine/vaccine passport has gone down 

(24%, down from 52% in December). A similar trend is also observed for 

museum culture-goers (who have already gone back or who are ready to 

go back immediately) (45% wants masks, 26% want vaccination/vaccine 

passports, down from 43% in December). 

 Culture goers are six times more likely to say requiring people to wear 

masks would make them feel more comfortable (68%) rather than less 

comfortable (11%) attending in-person arts or culture events. On the 

contrary, culture-goers are four times more likely to say that the removal 

of the vaccine mandate would make them feel less comfortable (58%) 

rather than more comfortable (14%). 

 There has been an increase of outdoor culture-goers who say they will go 

back to outdoor arts and cultural events immediately once they open 

again with now nearly one third who say so (32%, 19% in December, 21% 

in November). Over one third of outdoor culture goers who have already 

gone back or who are ready to go back immediately to outdoor events 

say they don’t need any precautions (36%), while one quarter (27%) say 

they want social distancing. 
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 Learning and experiencing new things (28%) is the top benefit mentioned 

by culture-goers when asked what were the top benefits to participating 

in the arts and culture during the Covid-19 pandemic. This was followed 

by improving their mental health (24%), having fun (21%) and feeling 

connected to others (18%). 

  

It is always worth remembering that all the interruptions to the normal working of the 

cultural market during the pandemic were taking place against a background of many other 

changes in patterns of discretionary spending and consumer behaviour (as the Financial 

Times summarised in December 2021198), creating market interdependencies more complex 

than just the linear effects on the Cultural and Creative Sector. 

In March 2022 The Insights Alliance199 was warning that as the pandemic retreated a 

significant element of the pre-Covid cultural audience seemed not to be returning200, partly 

out of lingering health concerns but partly the pre-Covid habit of cultural attendance had 

been broken (“half of those yet to return say there hasn't been anything they want to see”). 

For those people, during the two years’ discontinuity the Cultural and Creative Sector had 

failed to retain their loyalty and motivation and sense of connection. 

   

It is now becoming clear that there are two distinct effects happening in parallel, not easy to 

disaggregate.  Some people have a residual nervousness about the health risks of attending 

cultural venues which must be expected to reduce over time, perhaps to extinction, but 

there are others whose attachment to live culture has been eroded for reasons more 

profound than health concerns. It is to address that second group that the nature of the 

communications approach is so important as Andrew McIntyre,  co-founder of the 

international consultancy, Morris Hargreaves McIntyre201 insists: 

Being Audience-focused means putting the audience’s needs at the heart of all of our 

processes, across all of our functions and departments. The benefits of Audience-focus are 

legion: it attracts new people, deepens engagement, builds community, earns brand equity, 

generates income, increases our resilience and ensures we deliver our mission/vision/cause. 

The sector has been on the journey from Product-focus through Marketing-

focus towards Audience-focus for nearly four decades. It’s been a long, slow, winding road, 

and many have got waylayed.  Traditional institutions began life unequivocally Product-

focused, concerned not with audiences but the excellence of their performance, collections 

or exhibitions. But, funding changes have necessitated a greater reliance on the market: an 

imperative to earn more income and justify any subsidies with higher visitor numbers. 

Though this Marketing-focus model continues to dominate our sector, it’s trapped many 

organisations in a money and numbers game in which we second-guess the audience’s 

appetite for new experiences. The result is a very peculiar balancing act between thrilling, 

front-foot programming that engages, and safety-first, defensive re-programming of what’s 
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already known to be popular. Ironically, Marketing-focus’s myopic pursuit of income has left 

many organisations financially vulnerable: with too narrow a core audience base and far too 

dependent on populist programming to win a share of fickle, occasional attenders or 

tourists. 

Those that have broken free of this trap to embrace Audience-focus have become far more 

resilient. They understand and respect their audiences, and so can programme more freely 

and engage them more deeply. They want audiences to be so much more than consumers: 

loyal supporters; persuasive advocates; active stakeholders; trusted partners; valued 

volunteers; and inspirational co-creators. In short, they build strong, engaged communities 

around their institutions. This guaranteed wellspring of support underwrites their income 

generation and can sustain the organisation through crises like Covid-19. 

 

Beyond all these kinds of market analysis, the task of re-opening cultural venues and 

operations after the longest and most complete discontinuity in living memory was always 

going to be an enormous planning, operational and communications challenge.   

As what looked like the end of the pandemic started coming into view, researchers and 

cultural funders around the world started offering cultural institutions re-opening advice in 

studies like the National Endowment for the Arts (USA) Reopening 101: What Arts Groups 

Are Learning as They Welcome Back Audiences During the Pandemic202, drawing together 

experience from across America.    

 

All these issues have been important preoccupations throughout the Cultural and Creative 

Sector, but one valuable effect of the pandemic has been to focus attention on the very 

specific role of anchor cultural organisations203 in their communities - those enduring, place-

based organisations which play a key role in the social and economic success of their 

communities. Each neighbourhood, city, or region has its own ecosystem of different kinds 

of anchor institutions such as colleges and universities, hospitals, community foundations, 

and other entities which are ”rooted in place.”  In mapping and planning for the re-opening 

of the cultural sector it will be important to understand and value the full extent of the role 

that can be played by generous-spirited, community-minded anchor institutions and their 

leaders. 

 

Now it does finally seem that most countries are in (or approaching) the closing months of 

the pandemic, minds around the world are turning to learnings for the cultural landscape as 

a whole from the life-changing experience of Covid-19.  One of the most detailed such 

studies is Cultural and Creative Sectors in post-Covid-19 Europe; Crisis effects and policy 

recommendations204, a Culture and Education report from the European Parliament’s Policy 

Department for Structural and Cohesion Policies, with detailed writing on: 
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 The Cultural and Creative Sector before Covid-19 as a fragile ecosystem 

with a fragmented structure, irregular employment and exposed working 

conditions, with an imbalanced translation of market value into fair 

remuneration  

 Direct economic effects of the Covid-19 crisis  

 Wider social effects and changes in consumer behaviour impacting the 

Cultural and Creative Sector  

 Digitalisation disrupting creative value chains  

 Lessons to be learnt for innovation policies for and with the Cultural and 

Creative Sector 

 Transitioning from crisis recovery to crisis resistance 

 Accelerating transition towards long-term sustainability: roles and 

actions 

 Strengthening sectoral unity and solidarity 

 Scaling up the positive contribution to societal issues 

 Establish a European digital framework that fits the Cultural and Creative 

Sector’s DNA 

 
Reading that wide-ranging European Parliament list of issues facing the Cultural and 

Creative Sector in the post-pandemic world is yet another reminder of the critical role 

played by governments around the world in supporting the Cultural and Creative Sector in 

surviving the Covid-19 apocalypse.  Researching for the first study205, the enormous 

difference in governments’ comprehension of the cultural sector around the world became 

ever clearer, and it is instructive to see now, nine months later, how that picture has 

evolved. 
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15. GOVERNMENTS AND CULTURE 

Helping each understand the other, benefitting both 

 

The severity and dizzying unpredictability of the evolving pandemic has made it an 

exceptional test of capacity for governments and leaders around the world, both as leaders 

of their own communities and also as leaders of the global order. In most countries, public 

authorities developed some form of policy response to the Covid-19 crisis, but the scope 

and comprehensivity of those measures varied widely depending on the financial resources 

available, the different relationship between public authorities and the cultural sector, and 

country-specific political choices in acknowledging and dealing with the health emergency 

itself206.    

More than 80% of governmental response mechanisms were economic207, supporting 

differing combinations of cultural organisations’ core costs including staff and property 

costs, costs of transforming their business models or trading approaches, costs of upskilling 

or training their workers, and where practicable costs of continuing to produce work – all of 

those in the forms of either grants or loans. 

One of the clearest lessons of the pandemic has been how uneven was Governments’ 

comprehension of the Cultural and Creative Sector around the world, shining a bright light 

on the future need to help Governments understand the sector fully and deeply enough to 

be able to support it in realistic ways, and then to value and harvest all the many different 

fruits a thriving cultural sector pays back to society.   

Already several studies have appeared starting to analyse which national governments best 

understood and responded to the challenges the pandemic represented for the Cultural and 

Creative Sector.  One of the best was one of the earliest, Government responses to the 

impact of Covid-19 on the arts and creative industries208, from Australia’s BYP Group, the 

acclaimed team of researchers specialising in research, evaluation, strategy and policy, 

including work on the social impact of arts and cultural activity.  Their report gathered 

together information on how governments and arts funding agencies around the world had 

responded to the Covid-19 pandemic and its impact on the arts and cultural sectors, 

including general measures relevant to the arts and creative industries, emergency support 

specifically to help the sector survive the crisis, governments’ own digital actions, and their 

recovery approaches.  

The report’s author Jackie Bailey summarises:  I have collected data on 54 countries. Of 

these, 19 countries had social insurance-style support which did not specify a total figure of 

support for the arts. Of the 35 countries which announced targeted funding for the arts 

(almost always in addition to other measures for the general economy and unemployed), 6 

countries announced ‘mixed’ packages (i.e. including sports, heritage or similar). The top five 

government spenders specifically on emergency arts funding packages were Austria (€2 

billion for arts and culture, so €225 per capita); Poland (€900 million, €24 per capita); Japan 



- 89- 
 

(€882 million, mostly for global demand creation and promotion of content, €7 per capita), 

the Netherlands (€300 million for arts and culture, €17 per capita) and the USA (€282.9 

million for arts and culture, €0.86 per capita).  One caveat is that Germany would probably 

be top of this list, but they included arts in an overall €50 billion package for small businesses 

from which it was not possible to separate out the arts. Canada might also make it into the 

top five, but it was not clear at the time of writing how much of their €328 million fund for 

culture, heritage and sport was destined for arts/culture. And if recovery spending is 

included, New Zealand is in the top five for funding per capita. 

In a separate article for ArtsHub (Governments around the world respond to Covid-19 

impact on the arts209) Dr. Bailey isolated five aspects of ‘good practice’ in governmental 

emergency support for the arts and cultural industries: 

 

 Money (preferably lots, and with the possibility of more), targeted at the 

arts and creative industries across the supply and demand value chain 

(institutions, independents, educators, mediators, critics, curators, 

distributors, presenters…)  

 Support for the self-employed and freelancers 

 Direct support without onerous paperwork 

 Digital and other programmes which work with the current environment 

 Support helping the public to access the arts and culture during lockdown 

 

In May 2021 the New York times (in How Eight Countries Have Tried to Keep Artists 

Afloat210) summarised the responses of France, Germany, Poland, Britain, South Africa, 

South Korea, Brazil and New Zealand (noting that the USA Congress’s $15bn support 

package appeared six months after many of those other countries had launched their 

programmes), and the UK’s Guardian similarly reviewed the responses of a list of ten 

countries (World spends to protect culture from economic ruin211).  

One of the issues with the speed at which governments had to respond to the pandemic 

was the difficulty of co-ordinating actions between different levels of government or 

different regions. The way that as recently as January 2022 multiple different kinds of fast-

changing Canadian support or restrictive regulations seemed muddled and incoherent 

(Arbitrary shutdowns show that most Canadian leaders don’t value artists212) was 

replicated in countries and communities all over the world as governments scrambled to try 

and meet needs they did not fully understand. 

Throughout the pandemic the issue of whether “commercial” culture needed (or ‘deserved’, 

as the question was sometimes framed) emergency and recovery support to the same 

extent as funded culture was also a continuing source of debate around the world, 

especially in countries like the UK where the funded and commercial sectors sit in a lively 
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and mostly mutually beneficial symbiosis (Covid should prompt a major rethink of how and 

why theatre receives public funding213). 

The speed with which emergency support decisions had to be made also created the risk, 

almost impossible to avoid, that Covid-support funding would keep alive poorly run 

businesses which otherwise would have failed (Are subsidies just keeping ‘zombie’ 

businesses alive?214), all adding to the sense of governments struggling to keep on top of 

decisions they were compelled to take very quickly, about very large sums of money and 

about sectors they did not fully understand.  

 

Some of the most interesting and profound questions about the relationship of 

Governments with the pandemic have been asked by The School of Business and Social 

Sciences at the University of Aarhus, Denmark in their HOPE - How Democracies Cope with 

Covid-19: A Data-Driven Approach215, funded by the Carlsberg Foundation, asking how 

democracies have reacted and coped as the Covid-19 crisis unfolded, and with what 

effects?  

The HOPE project is a large-scale research project examining the interrelationship between 

the trajectory of the Covid-19;  the decisions of governments and international 

organisations; the media and social media landscapes, and citizens’ behaviour and well-

being.  The research recognised that the pandemic has been unfolding in the middle of the 

big data revolution, so for the first time in our history we can measure with real precision 

and granular time-resolution how governments and citizens have reacted (and with what 

consequences) during an existential global crisis.  

The study has generated several separate publications, but Michael Bang Petersen’s Covid 

lesson: trust the public with hard truths216 explores one of the core issues – the extent of 

trust existing between governments and the citizens to whom they are responsible. 

Of the many fears during the pandemic, one has been particularly pernicious: governments’ 

fear of their people and their responses. Former US president Donald Trump admitted to 

playing down the risks of the coronavirus to “reduce panic”. Jair Bolsonaro, president of 

Brazil, blamed the press for causing “hysteria”. The UK government delayed its lockdown, 

fearing the British population would rapidly become fatigued by restrictions. And, in my 

home country of Denmark, the authorities tried not to draw public attention to pandemic 

preparations in early 2020, to avoid “unnecessary fear”.   

But Denmark then pivoted to a strategy of trusting its citizens with hard truths. The buy-in 

that ensued led to low death rates and laid the groundwork for a vaccination rate of 95% for 

everyone aged above 50 (and 75% for the population in general). In September 2021, my 

country announced that Covid-19 is no longer classified as a “critical threat”. 

Trust is an issue which recurs again and again in reviewing governments relationships with 

their communities during the pandemic, explored further by other Danish writers in the 

New York Times in Denmark’s Hard Lessons About Trust and the Pandemic217,  
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High trust and a sense of community have made Denmark’s Covid policy easier. Temporary 

lockdowns happened without great backlash in Denmark. There were never any curfews, and 

limitations on gatherings in private homes were accomplished through widely accepted 

recommendations from health authorities, rather than laws. When vaccines were approved, 

Danes quickly got vaccinated.  Trust remains critical to ending pandemics. Achieving it 

requires transparency, openness and willingness to embrace uncertainty. This may be the 

most critical challenge for post-Covid-19 societies. Let’s hope we can trust one another 

enough to approach this challenge openly and honestly. 

That approach seems to have worked well for Denmark, but the wider global picture of trust 

between governments and their communities during the pandemic is less rosy.  Each year 

since 1952 the Edelman organisation218 has refined its approach to measuring worldwide 

levels of trust in our institutions, and for more than 20 years it has studied trust as the 

ultimate currency in the relationship that all institutions build with their stakeholders. Trust 

defines an organisation’s license to operate, to lead and succeed. It is the foundation that 

allows an organisation to take responsible risks and, if it makes mistakes, to rebound from 

them. For a business, lasting trust is the strongest insurance against competitive disruption, 

the antidote to consumer indifference, and the best path to continued growth.  

The 2021 edition of the Edelman Trust Barometer219 (based on surveys conducted in 28 

countries) was already a sobering read: 

“After a year of unprecedented disaster and turbulence - the Covid-19 pandemic and 

economic crisis, the global outcry over systemic racism and extensive political instability - the 

2021 Edelman Trust Barometer reveals an epidemic of misinformation and widespread 

mistrust of societal institutions and leaders around the world. Added to that situation, a 

failing trust ecosystem is unable to confront the rampant infodemic, leaving the four 

institutions - government, business, NGOs and media - in an environment of information 

bankruptcy.“ 

But by Edelman’s 2022 edition220 the situation had deteriorated further: 

 

 Distrust is now society’s default emotion  

Nearly 6 in 10 people say their default tendency is to distrust something 

until they see evidence it is trustworthy. Another 64% say people are now 

incapable of having constructive and civil debates about issues they 

disagree on. When distrust is the default – we lack the ability to debate or 

collaborate. 

 Government and media fuel a cycle of distrust 

Nearly half of all respondents view government and media as divisive 

forces in society - 48% and 46%, respectively. Furthermore, government 

leaders and journalists are seen as the least trusted societal leaders 

today, with less than half of respondents trusting either (government 

leaders at 42% and journalists at 46%). 
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 News sources fail to fix their Trust problem 

None of the major information sources are trusted as a source of general 

news and information, with trust in search engines at 59%, followed by 

traditional media at 57%, owned media at 43% and social media at only 

37%. 

 Societal fears on the rise 

Without faith that our institutions will provide solutions or societal 

leadership, societal fears are becoming more acute.  

 There is a collapse of Trust in democracies 

In many of the democracies studied, institutions are trusted by less than 

half of their people, including only 46% in Germany, 45% in Spain, 44% in 

the UK and 43% in the USA. Moreover, no developed countries believe 

their families and they will be better off in 5 years time. 

 

Meanwhile, of course, the measures needed around the world to counter the pandemic had 

a colossal financial cost to governments at all levels. The headline figures for the impacts on 

national economies are well rehearsed, but an important study by the LSE lifted the lid on 

the impacts on subsidiary levels of government in The Impact of the Covid-19 Pandemic on 

Subnational Finances221, which added to the sense of challenge the pandemic has posed to 

all levels of Government. The report focuses on the pandemic’s impacts on municipal 

finances, reported in Nov/Dec 2020 from 33 territories from 22 countries across all 

continents, including representation of cities/regions from Europe (36%), Asia (21%), and 

Africa (15%). The average population of these administrative territories is 1.4 million, but 

populations range from fewer than 50,000 inhabitants to over 7.4 million.  

The sombre commonality of the big picture is that cities and regions around the world 

typically saw their incomes fall (as trading and tax revenues fell with diminished economic 

activity) while their costs rose (through heavy additional spending on pandemic remediation 

measures), and the headline findings are: 

 

 The pandemic amplified long-standing problems for subnational finances 

such as insufficient budgets, but it also brought other challenges to the 

fore like revenue volatility, new demands for services and investments, 

and the short to medium term consequences of reallocating capital 

investments to finance operational responses; 

 As in the case of the 2008 Global Financial Crisis, the Covid-19 recovery 

packages will reveal the extent to which nation states value their cities 

and regions; 
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 The top financial challenges for cities and regional governments during 

the Covid-19 crisis related to the underlying health of local and national 

economies; 

 Local governments have significant responsibility for financing policy 

sectors which are either inelastic in their demand or tend to have even 

higher demand during an emergency; 

 The financial challenges of subnational governments were exacerbated in 

some countries by restrictive regulatory environments;  

 Challenges amplified or brought about by the pandemic are expected to 

be even more serious after the health emergency has passed. 

 

Around the world some reviews of government support programmes for the pandemic have 

now started to appear. In the UK the chair of the Public Accounts Committee of the House 

of Commons reviewing UK government spending to support the Cultural and Creative Sector 

has commented that the Covid crisis “has exposed just how poorly departments across 

Government understand the sectors they oversee222”, underlining a point already clear in my 

first study.  The Public Accounts Committee found the Culture Recovery Fund slow in 

delivery, damagingly concentrated on ‘the crown jewels’, doing little for the mainly 

freelance workforce, and also found the fund was £1 billion too small. The Committee was 

shocked to see that the DCMS did not appear to understand how theatre works. 

Many of these failings are replicated in other countries around the world, and almost 

universally Governments have also been missing a trick (not just in the UK223) in not seeing 

connections between their Cultural policies and their Environmental policies, when the 

Cultural and Creative Sector is one of the economic sectors that most instinctively 

understands and is concerned with the worldwide implications of climate change. 

 

Governments’ relationships with the Cultural and Creative Sector differ from other 

governmental functions in one important way.  The core portfolios of Government (areas 

like Defence, Education, Finance, Transport, Health, Trade, Domestic Security &c.) are 

mostly unitary departments, with appropriately skilled staff steeped in those specific areas.  

Culture on the other hand is often combined in hybrid departments, making up joint 

portfolios (with areas like digital media and publishing, libraries and museums, education, 

heritage, tourism, economic development, sport and outdoor recreation and others) which 

inevitably influences the cultures of those hybrid departments and so the strategic focus of 

their approach in a time of crisis.  

In Canada for example the culture department is the Department of National Heritage, so it 

tends to see culture through the specific lens of Canadian creation and production with less 

concern for wider issues.  Ireland’s Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport 

and Media has a wider remit, where the UAE has a Ministry of Culture and Youth, defining 
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yet another positioning of culture within government – and in March 2022 a new UAE 

Cultural Strategy added to the mix the ministries of Economy, Industry and Advanced 

Technology, Human Resources and Emiratisation, Education and Community Development, 

as well as the Federal Competitiveness and Statistics Centre.  In the City of Vancouver 

Cultural Planning emerged from the Social Planning department of the city, and so was 

viewed from the perspective of contributions to society and community more than as an 

economic generator, where the American report Arts and the Economy224 advises State 

Governors on using culture to stimulate economic development. 

Each of these structures and the many others around the world at all levels of government 

creates its own policy dynamic, complicating any attempt to compare governmental 

responses to the impact of the pandemic. This whole issue of the different ways different 

governments engage with culture, and so the different lenses through which they see it, 

deserves more detailed study, but just referencing it here will be a reminder of how 

complex and plural this landscape is.   

Of all the issues that most need analysis after the pandemic is behind us, the different 

approaches taken by governments to supporting their cultural and creative industries will be 

one of the most important.  Traumatising disasters and the destructive discontinuities they 

bring need, after the immediately remedial first-aid attention, strategically planned 

initiatives for restoration, recovery and rebirth, that can not only repair the damage 

wrought by the disaster (as far as possible), but can also forge a route forward to ‘new 

normals’ that may look very unlike the old normal.   

 

One of the clearest messages from all the evidence of the pandemic has been that in many 

countries and communities the arts and culture have not succeeded in establishing a high 

priority in the minds of their civic, regional and national governments.  In the countries that 

have ministries of culture those ministries can normally be expected to understand the 

importance of culture, but that does not mean their governments as a whole share that 

understanding.  Cultural budgets are typically only a few percentage points of overall 

government spending, and the post of Culture Minister is usually low in government food 

chains.   

The very different extents of government support extended to the cultural sectors of 

different countries and regions, and the varying speed with which those decisions were 

taken, have reflected – sometimes with brutal clarity – where the cultural and creative 

industries sit in the priorities of their respective governments.  Places that fare best in these 

situations are often those with effective, articulate and well informed umbrella bodies 

speaking for the sector as a whole.  In some countries there are such bodies for culture - in 

the UK there is the Creative Industries Federation225, founded in 2014 then in 2021 

coalesced with Creative England into Creative UK226,  but they do not seem to have played a 

defining role in advising and guiding the UK government’s Covid recovery strategy. 
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Governments around the world created a wide range of different kinds of response to the 

pandemic to support the Cultural and Creative Sector, but the differing extents of 

underlying understanding of the sector were reflected in widely varying degrees of value 

and success in the support measures.  Some governments have learned lessons from that 

experience likely to improve the way they view and engage with the sector in future.  But 

not all. 

For all these reasons, one of the most important lessons from the pandemic is for Cultural 

and Creative Sectors to create effective, informative and compelling advocacy programmes 

to policy makers and political stakeholders, helping them better understand the structure 

and dynamic of the sector’s complex ecology, and based on that understanding develop 

investment and support programmes more likely in a crisis to have certain, positive and 

resource-efficient results. 

These advocacy programmes need to highlight the importance of the cultural sector to the 

wider community, seeking political recognition and financial investment for the sector as a 

whole, both in terms of the cultural sector itself and in terms of the many other goods that 

the cultural sector offers to the wider community.  The movement to view arts spending as 

‘holistic’227 recognises particularly well that distinctive plurality of benefits which 

communities experience from a diverse, thriving cultural ecosystem, and therefore the wide 

range of different reasons for national and subnational Governments to invest in supporting 

and expanding those ecosystems.     
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16. OLD AND NEW NORMALS 

Evolving relationships with the past, and roads forward  

 
“We ought not wait for a new normal. We should begin to shape a better 
future today” Janet Yellen, US Treasury Secretary at the Atlantic Council on 

13th April 2022228 

In the early days of the pandemic, before its seriousness was widely understood, there was 

a widespread expectation that Covid-19 would prove to be an intense but short-run shock 

and ‘business as usual’ would quickly return as after a bad dream.  It was only when the 

severity and scale of the crisis became clearer, upending the ways people worked and lived, 

that some of those changes started to look like better versions of life before Covid-19, and 

the idea of ‘The New Normal’, or New Normals, starting winning currency.  People began to 

see the possibility of changed versions of ‘life before’ representing improvements – the idea 

of ‘building back better’ had its roots in this period. Then in mid-2021 new, more impatient 

voices, frustrated with all the incursions of the pandemic responses into individual liberty 

(as they became characterised) began calling stridently for a swift return to ‘life as usual’.   

The dilemma of whether to return to ‘business as usual’ or to develop new, better normals 

learned from the past two years is now finely balanced. There are some days and places and 

situations which seem excitingly full of learning and fresh opportunities. On others, we are 

slithering miserably back to some of the worst behaviours and work practices of pre-Covid 

times.   

The first of these two studies was written at what seemed a moment pregnant with 

opportunity, but capturing those opportunities needed energy and determination and 

courage. It is not so clear now how far those qualities have been in the ascendent, as not 

only the pandemic itself with its intimidating sense of ubiquitous threat fades into memory 

but with it some of the beneficial discoveries of the past two years.    

Outside what can sometimes look like the walled garden of the Cultural and Creative Sector 

there are many vivid images of possible new normals. The Harvard Gazette’s What will the 

new post-pandemic normal look like?229, written as long ago as November 2020 was then 

confident that “the outbreak forced changes big and small, some of which are here to stay”: 

 

 Some of our adaptations have accelerated already existing trends, like 

the development of a cashless society, the increase in remote work, and 

the decline of bricks-and-mortar retail. Some of these will become a more 

permanent part of the post-pandemic’s “new normal.” 

 The most lasting impact may turn out to be one that is invisible: the 

marking of those coming of age in the pandemic era, much as the Great 

Depression and World War II marked their generations, with broad but 

hard-to-predict effects that will affect society for decades to come. 
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 Today’s young adults are likely to think of health differently from earlier 

generations, as more of a common good than something intrinsically 

personal.  

 For those older and in the workforce, one obvious and dramatic change 

has been how their jobs have been affected. Advances in 

videoconferencing and other remote technologies have allowed many to 

continue working from home. One function of the shutdown was forcing 

those unfamiliar with applications like Zoom, Microsoft Teams, and 

Google Meet to take the plunge and learn. And many learned it is not as 

hard as they imagined. It also showed companies that there may be 

benefits to the new arrangements, like saving money on office space. 

 One widely appreciated effect of the shutdown has been the ease of 

navigating roadways, even in parts of the country where traffic 

congestion is legendary. The traffic slowdown also created an opening for 

other modes to expand. Many cities allocated roadways to bikes, 

pedestrians, and other alternate ways of getting around, even if some of 

those changes will be reversed. 

 

Alongside those kinds of change in the mechanics of our communities, other more human 

changes were studied in a seven-country report The New Normal?230 by More in Common, 

who study ways of addressing the underlying social drivers of polarisation and fracturing to 

build more resilient and inclusive societies. The study drew from a survey of 14,000 people 

in the United States, the United Kingdom, France, Germany, Italy, The Netherlands and 

Poland on the impacts of Covid-19 on trust, social cohesion, democracy and expectations for 

the future, and its conflicted results reflect the confusion many people were feeling at the 

dislocated peak moments of the pandemic, and the concurrent rise of other social fracture 

lines distinct from Covid-19:  

 

 Majorities in all countries feel reminded of our shared humanity; 

significant numbers also sense that people’s level of concern for each 

other has improved. 

 While about half also report feeling alone in this crisis, and perceiving 

growing levels of division. 

 Many see rescue funds as an opportunity to shift norms on corporate 

accountability, better wages, and environmental protection  

 In all seven countries, medical staff, frontline workers, emergency 

personnel and medical researchers are seen as deserving the most praise 

for how they performed during the first phase of the pandemic, but in the 

UK, USA, France, and Poland, people tend to feel disappointed by their 
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government’s handling of the crisis so far, although Germans and the 

Dutch feel greater levels of pride.  Correspondingly, confidence in the 

government’s ability to tackle future crises is low everywhere except for 

Germany and the Netherlands. 

 Everywhere studied, trust in government is higher at the local level. 

 In all countries, people are split on whether the government is hiding 

information from the public, while significant minorities report believing 

that the crisis is being exaggerated to pursue an agenda. 

 Americans are particularly concerned about the divisions in their country, 

reporting worsening trust in their government. 

 While there are mixed views on the EU’s handling of Covid-19 there is 

widespread support for stronger European and multilateral cooperation 

to weather this and future storms. 

 

It is easy to see the Covid-19 journey in binary terms as being from one condition to another 

condition, maybe similar to the original condition, maybe different, but we could be on a 

more complex journey.  At the end of 2021 The Economist’s leader writers, gathering 

together the experiences of a tumultuous year, offered a different reading of the journey in 

The new normal is already here. The era of predictable unpredictability is not going 

away231:  

Is it nearly over? In 2021 people have been yearning for something like stability. Even those 

who accepted that they would never get their old lives back hoped for a new normal. Yet as 

2022 draws near, it is time to face the world’s predictable unpredictability. The pattern for 

the rest of the 2020s is not the familiar routine of the pre-Covid years, but the turmoil and 

bewilderment of the pandemic era. The new normal is already here. 

The world is similarly unpredictable today and the pandemic is part of the reason. Covid-19 

has helped bring about today’s unpredictable world indirectly, by accelerating change that 

was incipient. The pandemic has shown how industries can be suddenly upended by 

technological shifts. Remote shopping, working from home and the Zoom boom were once 

the future. In the time of Covid they rapidly became as routine as picking up the groceries. 

Big technological shifts are nothing new. But instead of taking centuries or decades to 

spread around the world, as did the printing press and telegraph, new technologies now 

become routine in a matter of years. Just 15 years ago, modern smartphones did not exist. 

Today more than half of the people on the planet carry one. Any boss who thinks their 

industry is immune to such wild dynamism is unlikely to last long. 

In the case of climate change, the pandemic has served as an emblem of interdependence. 

Despite the best efforts to contain them, virus particles cross frontiers almost as easily as 

molecules of methane and carbon dioxide. Scientists from around the world showed how 

vaccines and medicines can save hundreds of millions of lives. However, hesitancy and the 
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failure to share doses frustrated their plans. Likewise, in a world that is grappling with global 

warming, countries that have everything to gain from working together continually fall 

short. Even under the most optimistic scenarios, the accumulation of long-lasting 

greenhouse gases in the atmosphere means that extreme and unprecedented weather of the 

kind seen during 2021 is here to stay. 

It is worth notching up some of the benefits that come with today’s predictable 

unpredictability. Many people like to work from home. Remote services can be cheaper and 

more accessible. The rapid dissemination of technology could bring unimagined advances in 

medicine and the mitigation of global warming. 

But now we must face the unsettling idea that once a system has crossed some threshold, 

every nudge tends to shift it further from the old equilibrium. Many of the institutions and 

attitudes that brought stability in the old world look ill-suited to the new. The pandemic is 

like a doorway. Once you pass through, there is no going back. 

 

In the Cultural and Creative Sector the learnings of the pandemic for the sector’s very 

particular ecology has opened its own doors, as the Centre for Cultural Value’s major study 

of Covid’s consequences232 analysed very clearly, studying the UK but reflecting experience 

much of which has been common throughout the world: 

It has long been acknowledged that the arts and cultural sector is resistant to change. There 

are many reasons for this, ranging from inert leadership to poor investment in development 

and training, to the precarious nature of cultural work and the constant battle for 

organisational survival. The pandemic has accelerated change and propelled cultural 

organisations to finally reassess who and what they are really for.  

Amplified by Brexit and the Black Lives Matter movements, Covid-19 has forced cultural 

organisations to rethink their business models and re-address concepts of remit, relevance, 

resilience, risk, viability and engagement. Although some organisations have already been 

fatally wounded and many others have shrunk in size, the crisis is also fostering a renewed 

sense of cross-sectoral collaboration and collegiality among those who are lucky or robust 

enough to survive. 

As one interviewee put it, Covid-19 has “turned up the dial” on existing race, gender, class, 

health, and geographic inequalities. This has led to increased attention to inclusion and 

access among cultural organisations, and a sense of campaigning. Although clearly and 

visibly exhausted, many cultural leaders and practitioners are starting to feel buoyed by the 

potential of the much vaunted ‘new normal’. They are investing in and experimenting with 

new technologies, trialing new business models, attending free webinars, learning about 

digital engagement, forming new peer groups, lobbying MPs and policymakers, and 

networking and collaborating online far more readily than they did or could before. There is 

a new sense of shared endeavour and of working in a sector that really matters.   
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This is perhaps most visible in local cultural ecosystems where, despite the need to pivot 

around constantly changing circumstances, there are signs that longer term strategic aims 

are less affected, and in some cases even strengthened. The value of arts and culture to 

place-making and wellbeing is being recognised by strategic partners, encouraging new 

commissioning models. Public realm works are animating city centres and high streets that 

have lost the footfall of office workers. Volunteers from third sector organisations have been 

delivering creative care kits. This may spell out further instrumentalism to some, but the 

newly cemented, quickly assembled partnerships formed to mitigate the impact of 

lockdowns and inform recovery may forge policy innovations that bring together a more 

agile public sector.  

 

But how far do we expect these opportunities to be seized?  Many leaders in the global 

Cultural and Creative Sector are now sensing a growing danger that this precious once-off 

opportunity, for all the lessons and learnings of the pandemic that could lead to real long-

term beneficial change, will be allowed to slip away in a retreat into the broken and 

discredited models from the past. There is a new sense of urgency in voices like Tarek 

Iskander, Artistic Director and CEO of Battersea Arts Centre, speaking up to urge their 

colleagues, Let’s fix the things that weren’t right before233.   

In this moment of crisis, I love the message London’s Royal Court has put up outside its 

building, so representative of our collective strength: ‘Back Soon’. British theatre has 

responded to this lockdown by finding canny new ways to connect and create. There are 

sensational new commissions and digital work everywhere. Artists have raised emergency 

funds for colleagues. We’ve been inspired by responses to urgent community needs: Slung 

Low organising food parcels; Scottish Opera’s trucks aiding supermarkets; Venue Cymru 

becoming a temporary hospital. 

But let’s use this moment of shared crisis to be honest with each other and ourselves. The 

past we are pining for wasn’t always that great in the first place. So, there are reasons to be 

sceptical of the voices (and there are many) expressing a desire to revert to the way things 

were as quickly as possible. Back Soon in lights, sure… but also Back Better. Let’s not 

squander this once-in-a-generation opportunity. Let’s think long-term and think big. For 

what it’s worth, here are some of my own provocations: 

 

 Let’s accept there will be less money. There is no way round it. We’ll come 

out of this, but our economy has been savaged, investments have 

collapsed, organisations’ reserves are exhausted, and audiences will take 

a while to feel safe. The sooner we can accept there will be fewer 

resources to go around, and move on, the better.  

 There likely won’t be the money to support as many organisations and 

artist careers as existed up to now. So we have to decide what we value 

most and want to protect. Everywhere there will be tough choices. How 
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do we shelter our hard-won gains in representation? Should those of us 

who earn the most earn less to keep others in work? How to keep 

creating with the communities that are most underserved? 

 To come out stronger, let’s not duck the tough calls. And let’s discuss 

these choices openly and publicly. There’s a group wisdom that comes 

with tuning in to many voices. Everyone should have a say, since everyone 

has a stake. 

 Let’s learn lessons from the previous crash. The banking crisis was our last 

major economic shock, and it was an opportunity missed. Banks were 

bailed out, reform was piecemeal, and the rest of us paid the price with 

years of austerity. Let’s learn from these mistakes and do better. 

 This emergency has magnified the critical importance of our artists and 

freelancers – but also exposed just how fragile their environment is. These 

are the people in this industry who are now hit the hardest: financially, 

emotionally and in terms of their mental health. If there must be fewer 

freelancers working in a year’s time, let’s at least make sure they are 

properly supported and have agency in their careers.  Let’s not accept 

sticking plasters on areas that were always problematic. 

 Smaller companies too. It would be profligate if we used the little money 

we have to only prop up the larger organisations or best served 

geographical areas. As well as redress historic imbalances, let’s do what 

the banks didn’t. Let’s not accept sticking plasters on areas that were 

always problematic (such as dysfunctional touring relationships; an 

overheated Edinburgh festival) and do the major reconstructive surgery 

that has been needed for years. 

 Let’s make ourselves more accountable.  I think ‘leadership’ gets a bad 

rap in the arts. We need great leadership now more than ever. This isn’t 

about heads of organisations. In this pandemic, we have seen incredible 

leaders spring up all around us, in every role, in every walk of life.  But 

while appreciating leadership’s value, let’s harness its power in a way 

that’s more accountable. If we acknowledge that we are often failing to 

serve the groups we exist for (such as our neighbourhoods, or young 

people, or artists) then let’s find ways to empower them and be 

answerable to their priorities. If we are only accountable to the same 

people as before, things will simply drift back to the status quo. We can 

do better if we give our accountability structures a really good shake. 

 I totally agree that everyone is doing the best they can in a difficult 

situation, but I think those of us working in the subsidised sector have not 

risen collectively to the challenge of rethinking and reimagining what is 

possible. I include myself in this: I am quite disappointed sometimes with 
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what my organisation has been able to do.  Yes, we’ve become a vaccine 

centre, we’ve supported communities and did the best we could, but I 

can’t put my hand on my heart and say yes we completely reimagined 

who we are and that we took control of that moment the way that was 

promised.   

 So I think there was genuinely a collective failure of leadership in this 

moment, and I think that’s something we should reflect on. There will be 

more crises, and we need something better the next time round. 

Six months later the leader of LEEDS 2023 was saying similar things.  Creative Director and 

CEO Kully Thiarai criticised arts organisations during the Achates Philanthropy Foundation’s 

virtual symposium234 in November 2021 for their "significant failure" to reimagine their role 

in society and to build back better following the pandemic.  “The pandemic shows up the 

mass failure of imagination by our institutions to come together and look at how we might 

do things differently.  This was a unique opportunity where everything has been turned 

upside-down to be able to say: ‘How do we do things differently?’"   

Thiarai argued that furlough had allowed organisations to safeguard their bottom line, but 

very few organisations had embraced the opportunity to "really reframe, reimagine or 

reconnect and review the role of the arts as a civic and social responsibility.  There have been 

examples of great individual programmes, but I think there’s been a really significant failure 

as a national, concerted movement or effort to come together and show what culture and 

artistic practice could do for our civic role.  I think that’s a really interesting dynamic and 

question to pose to ourselves – that on the one hand we consider ourselves an imaginative 

art form, yet we failed to be creative at a moment of crucial emergency." 

Another of the many cultural leaders concerned that we should not miss the moment was 

John Gilhooly, Director of London’s Wigmore Hall and chair of the UK’s Royal Philharmonic 

Society, writing in The Guardian235:   

“In March 2020, live classical music and much of cultural life worldwide came to an abrupt 

halt overnight. Since then, we have seen the gradual reopening of concert halls as 

organisers, orchestras and musicians struggle to recover a loss of income, talent and 

confidence on an unprecedented scale.  As we enter 2022, it’s far from life as usual. 

However, for all of its darkness, the pandemic has allowed us to reimagine what our musical 

world could look like if we start from scratch. Throughout the crisis, the industry has begun 

to construct a new narrative shaped to accommodate great artistic expression for 

everyone.” 

Looking ahead, we can see sparks of creative energy speaking a very different language from 

the sirens of business as usual. Improbably born from pre-pandemic BREXIT roots, the UK’s 

multi-disciplinary festival Unboxed, Creativity in the UK236 has now broken completely and 

refreshingly free of those origins. Perhaps inevitably its explosive exuberance has puzzled 

politicians uncomfortable at the outer horizons of artistic creativity237, but after a uniquely 



- 103- 
 

destructive global crisis, a uniquely eccentric national burst of imaginative creativity may be 

just what we need to answer the call of this strange moment238. 

Unboxed’s escape from the baleful shadow of BREXIT has been achieved with fresh 

management approaches built on new wide-ranging partnerships linking the arts, science, 

technology, engineering and mathematics in projects taking place all over the four countries 

of the UK, backed by a budget of £120m. To ensure the capture of all the possible learning 

from Unboxed’s effervescent tide of fresh thinking, it is being tracked by The Creative 

Research and Innovation Center (CRAIC)239 in a study that “aims to uncover the creative 

development of Unboxed and its individual commissions in terms of R&D processes, creative 

technology deployment and planned audience experiences.  

The research project will seek to understand the processes and methods required to capture 

the changing social, cultural and economic value of the experience economy as it emerges 

out of lockdown in 2022. It will approach Unboxed and its ten commissions as major R&D 

interventions and disruptors. This context provides a rare opportunity to examine and 

compare incumbents with disruptors, and the different processes and methods they are 

adopting. The research will explore the thematic and cross-disciplinary compositions of 

the Unboxed  commissions as symptomatic of the vital role creative R&D and innovation 

could play in driving solutions to societal challenges.  

The joyfully maverick Unboxed may capture the imagination of communities and people 

throughout the UK’s four nations as they emerge from the misery of the pandemic, or it may 

not, but its torrent of forward-oriented adventure is surely infinitely better tuned to the 

needs of this anxious moment than something more institutionally formulaic.  

Six years after the end of the Second World War and exactly a hundred years after the Great 

Exhibition of 1851, the Festival of Britain shared some of Unboxed’s goals, of energising and 

inspiring national recovery after the horrors of the war. When the Conservatives were 

returned to power in October 1951 they decided the Festival of Britain site was an 

expensive embarrassment, more suited to Albania240. David Eccles, the Minister for Works, 

said he was "unwilling to become the caretaker of empty and deteriorating structures".   

How differently we view it now, through the lens of hindsight, seeing the Festival of Britain 

as a defining act of national creative courage:   

The Festival of Britain was a display of might and fortitude on a national scale, showcasing 

the best of British manufacturing and design. Intended as a 'tonic for the nation', a 

spectacular cultural event to raise the spirits of a country still in the grasp of austerity and 

rationing, it provided light-relief to 8.5 million people who visited the main Festival site on 

London's South Bank, and the events held in cities and towns across the country. It also 

acted as a catalyst for a new design aesthetic, launching the careers of noted British 

designers working in the fields of textiles, furniture and graphic design.  Although the 

Festival was not without its critics who argued against extravagance in a time of austerity, it 

had a lasting impact on the nation's design aesthetic, promoting an optimistic, progressive 

view of Britain's future. Craftsmanship and inventiveness were lauded, traits that would 
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come to define Britain's identity throughout the post-war period and for the rest of the 20th 

century.” 
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17. ENVOI 

The Fork in the Road 

 

Stepping back from all this detail, we see a fast-developing global kaleidoscope of 

possibilities for harvesting, from all the pandemic’s hastily improvised crisis-learning, ways 

of working and of living that are profoundly changed.  

In all the tumultuous experiences of the Covid-19 years we have discovered how to do many 

things better than in the pre-pandemic era, some in evolved ways, others in wholly 

transformed ways. We have seen how the lessons and learnings of the past two years could 

allow us to live better and more responsible lives, and to work more smartly, more 

creatively and more compassionately, and with more regard to the vulnerable fragility of 

our planet.  

When the history of these years is written, it could tell our descendants that the convulsive 

global discontinuity of Covid-19 was also a precious moment of universal renewal. Or not.  

In parallel with the beckoning possibilities of new futures lies the risk of being seduced by 

the tired old sirens of habit, comfort and lazy familiarity.   

The choice is ours, and at bottom it is not an institutional choice.  It is a choice that each of 

us has both the agency and the need to make.  Every one of us has our own element of 

shared responsibility to absorb the positive learnings from the searing experience of Covid-

19 into our work, our relationships and our lives, both the detailed things we learned to do a 

little better and the opportunities we discovered for completely transformative change.  

Doors and windows have been opened onto the possibility of a completely fresh way of 

being, a state of permanently unleashed creativity where it becomes the new normal always 

to be thinking what could we do better and how we could be better.  We know in our hearts 

which choice we should make.  We will only know in the years to come whether it was the 

choice we did make.  
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