Developing Audiences & Supporting Cultural Organisations in the East Midlands

Culture East Midlands is now planning to take the strategic lead in establishing an innovative new independent agency in the East Midlands.  The agency will place audience development at the heart of more holistic support for organisations to allow them to thrive in the 21st Century.

This document is intended to give the strategic context for this initiative and update on the consultation to date (5th December 2005).

1
National Context:

1.1
At the start of 2005, two major national initiatives were beginning to report their findings on how they could meet the Arts Council’s Ambition to help arts organisations ‘thrive not just survive’.  Both through the ACE’s own ‘21st Century’ group and the Mission, Models, Money programme initially led by Arts & Business and Jerwood Foundation (http://www.missionmodelsmoney.org.uk), practical suggestions were being made on how organisations can become more healthy and sustainable.

1.2
Much of what was suggested relies on collaboration.  Organisations can make efficiency savings by sharing services and joint procurement.  There is a history of this in the arts already through arts marketing consortia and today some audience development agencies are already breaking the boundaries into new areas such as IT.  The Arts Council may wish to encourage organisations to go down this route but it is more likely to be sustainable and successful if done by consensus not directive.  For Chief Executives to exchange an element of control for efficiency savings they must be fully engaged and steering the process.

1.3
The majority of expertise and knowledge of best practice in managing arts organisations is owned by the organisations themselves.  At a senior management level the arts can be a lonely place, particularly when leading organisations going through periods of change.  Networks of mentoring and coaching for and by the current and next generation of senior managers will be a key tool in keeping organisations and their leaders focussed and healthy.

1.4
In the past decade the Arts Council has become increasing adept at helping ailing arts organisations.  The Stabilisation Unit is now beginning to examine how it might re-invent itself to cease to provide ‘life support’ and focus on the level or ‘preventative’ medicine.  There are already many tools available to measure organisational health and provide focus for required development.  ‘Quality’ models have been devised for all scales of organisations and it is unlikely that ‘one size’ will fit all for arts organisations.  Management and Boards of arts organisations need help to identify what is the best model for them and then need to take an honest look at their strengths, weaknesses and needs for development.  Some may find this easy information to share with their funders but in reality it is likely that those most in need of development will be most defensive about their current position.

1.5
An independent arms length agency ‘owned’ by the sector would be best positioned to:

1. Champion and facilitate collaboration over shared services and procurement

2. Support networks for formal and informal mentoring and coaching

3. Guide organisations as to the most appropriate use of ‘Quality’ models for organisational development

2
East Midlands Regional Context: Audience Development

2.1
The East Midlands is now the only region in England without some form of audience development agency.  It is now generally held that the support of an agency is key to establishing good practice in audience development and that organisations without effective strategies for audience development are not sustainable.  Agencies are now being used as a delivery vehicle for many national audience development initiatives: the East Midlands is missing out.

2.2
The collapse of the region’s previous arts marketing consortia left a sceptical climate. The Arts Council’s Audience Development Officer within the regional office has spent most of the last two years overseeing a programme of work that would be crucial for a new agency:

· Identifying and documenting case studies and examples of good practice from within the region

· Building a toolkit of resources for marketing and audience development practitioners to use

· Developing a web-site as a meeting place, ideas exchange and resource bank 

· Developing a databank and library of audience research reports, summarised, indexed and rated for usefulness

· Identifying ways in which print distribution systems in the region can be developed.

2.4
A highly experienced and respected consultant (Anne Millman) was contracted earlier this year by Arts Council England to provide advice and guidance in the context of best practice across the UK.  

3
Regional Context: Networks

3.1
The Capital Network was established in 2002-3 to bring together arts organisations working within the East Midlands Region who were involved in or about to submit applications to the Arts Council Arts Capital Programme – what has become know as Grants for the Arts Capital. 

3.2
There was recognition within what was then East Midlands Arts that there were many arts organisations experiencing similar practical and funding issues due to their ambition to develop a capital project and as a result of the process of development of their capital projects. Many organisations were working in isolation from each other within a small geographic locus. There was a lack of awareness about the strategic and geographic contexts they were operating within. The organisations themselves were at various stages of maturation, merger and development. 

3.3
The aim was to develop a sense of strategic awareness, to encourage exchange and debate and to offer these organisations a ‘creative moment’ which could inform, challenge, encourage and build them as individuals, organisations and as capital projects.

3.4
Essentially the Capital Network has been providing many of the core functions of an arms-length ‘Organisational Development’ agency.  ‘Capital’ has been the hook but all organisations seem to have felt a real benefit to their organisational health through involvement.  

3.5
The Capital Network is now correctly seen as a model of good practice nationally within ACE.  However aspirations to significantly develop its work to deliver more services floundered due to the cost of using consultants to develop and deliver programmes.   The initiative is also fixed-term and currently shows no clear legacy other than for the organisations directly involved apart from dissemination of the research.

3.6
As well as the Capital Network there is another group of organisations working in a very similar way.  The Festival Development Programme (an ACE partnership initiative co-funded by EMDA) is delivering an almost identical model as the capital network (seminars, mentoring, ‘go and see’, etc.).  It too has real ‘buy-in’ by organisations but is also unsustainable (it was designed as a short-term intervention to create a step-change in the practice and impact of the East Midlands’ Festival producers).  

3.7
In tandem with ACE’s support for the Capital and Festivals networks, the regional office has also commissioned research to map the other networks currently operating in the region and suggest a forward strategy for engaging with and benefiting from the plethora of un-funded networks and consortia in the region.

4
The Concept

4.1
The concept of an Organisational Development Agency that puts audiences at the heart of its work was therefore devised to:

· Fill the structural gap in Audience Development support within the region

· Provide an arms length body to deliver many of the ‘thriving’ ideas of the 21st Century and MMM initiatives

· Build on the excellent work of the Capital and Festival networks in a sustainable way

4.2
This concept was given to Anne Millman as a potential way to move the Audience Development agenda forward in the region.  She presented it back to Management Team in July along with a number of other models, highlighting the strengths and weaknesses of each.  Management Team agreed the Organisational Development Agency as their preferred option.

5
Consultation to date

5.1
After initially testing the potential of the model internally with Management Team the Head of Resource Development discussed it with the two existing second-tier agencies in the region (ATC and A&B).  As well as welcoming the initiative they helped to invite a representative sample of members of existing networks to two workshop sessions to test the concept and agree priorities.  The idea of inviting representatives of networks was to benefit from the experience of those already working collaboratively and get as wide a view as possible from people with broad knowledge of the sector as well as their own detailed knowledge of their organisations.

5.2
Two workshops facilitated by Arts Council England took place in July/August 2005 in Leicester and Nottingham.  The events were organised with some haste to try and take place before some funding windows opened including the latest round of Invest to Save Budget (ISB).  A full report on the events is available on www.auem.org.uk.  The events had three stated aims:

· To share with you some thoughts and plans to date on how arts organisations in the East Midlands can ‘Thrive not just Survive’
· To engage with you in identifying the priorities for further investment

· To gauge your level of support for what’s planned and see how much you’d like to be involved in future development

5.3
There was universal agreement for the need to provide further support for arts organisations.  The groups highlighted five priority areas for further external support:

1. Resource development for the arts

2. Advocacy: raising influence and profile

3. Market Intelligence, marketing and audience development 

4. Advice on issues regarding legislation and compliance

5. Business advice and support

5.4
Where there was less consensus was on the method of delivery.  Across the two workshops there was a majority in agreement that the concept of creating an ‘Organisational Development Agency’ with Audience Development at its heart would be beneficial for the East Midlands, there were a significant minority of participants who questioned this approach.  Concerns centred in two areas:

· Some participants felt that whilst the functions of the proposed agency were crucial for the sustainability of arts organisations in region, they could or should be at the core of the work of the Arts Council and should not be delegated to an independent agency.

· Some participants (fewer than above) felt that whilst the region required an audience development agency it would be wise not to try and extend the scope of this initially.

5.5
It was stated in the report on the event that as the next step, both the Arts Council internally and the Steering Group needed to test in more detail the strengths and weaknesses of the Arts Council directly delivering the functions and services highlighted as being the key needs in the region.  

5.6
A discussion document was written that explored the issues raised at the workshops.  The paper acknowledged that the Arts Council has some role in delivery (particularly regarding resource development and advocacy) but is not well placed and logistically does not have the capacity to provide hands-on support to organisations.  It suggested four models for potential delivery:

1. ACE Client with largely sub-contracted delivery

2. Development of/from existing second-tier agency

3. Creation of new agency from scratch

4. Hybrid of Models 1 (for organisational development) & 3 (for audience development)

5.7
The external Steering Group and Reference Group scrutinised theses models and made a new suggestion.  The model they arrived at was based on the following key principals/views:

· A ‘second tier’ agency was the only way forward as the Arts Council was not in the position to deliver on this agenda.

· There is no existing organisation in the East Midlands currently able to deliver on strategic Audience Development as part of the national network of audience development agencies.

· A focus on Organisational Development within the agency was crucial to make sure the initiative was ‘owned’ at senior management level within organisations.

· The existing excellent work taking place on a grass-roots level with organisations (for example A&B marketing surgeries) should be sustained and not lost.

5.8
They suggested that the Agency should be ‘slim’ and strategic e.g. no more than 3 or 4 people.  Whilst the work programme should be split roughly 50/50, staffing resources should focus 75% on Audience Development.

5.9
The staffing for the Audience Development function is crucial to be able to retain learning, manage resources (e.g. website), connect with wider regional initiatives (e.g. tourism/DMPs) and roll-out national initiatives that are using the Network of Audience Development Agencies.

5.10
The central Organisational Development role will focus totally on facilitation not delivery.  It will be responsible for brokering partnerships with delivery agencies inside and outside the region.

5.11
As well as the strategic hub developing these core services, the agency will have ‘spokes’ across the region.  These will be individuals placed within organisations (which could be independent, local authority or even private).  These could be new appointments or the agency could buy the time of existing ‘experts’ within organisations (for example Chief Executives and Marketing Managers).

5.12
These individuals will provide ‘hands-on’ advice and support, building on the success of the popular A&B marketing surgeries.  As well as basic advice and guidance, the advisors will be able to signpost organisations to appropriate regional (‘hub’) services.  

5.13
Regional ‘spokes’ could also be responsible for leading on sub-regional initiatives to increase efficiency by sharing services and/or joint procurement.  The ‘spoke’ service would initially be funded on a short-term contract and if individual ‘spokes’ did not prove effective, delivery could be switched to another provider. 

5.14
Because of its high level, strategic nature and its emphasis on Audience Development within the staff team, the external steering group suggested the Arts Council looked to an organisation with a strategic overview but no long-term interest in being part of delivery to be the initial home of the organisation.

5.15
In the longer term, the Steering Group suggested the Governance of the new organisation should be based on required skills and spheres of influence, not an attempt to represent different scales of organisations in the region.

6
Delivering the Initiative

6.1
Arts Council England believed that many of the issues and needs of organisations could be common across the cultural sector.  Audiences are certainly shared across the sector.  Arts Council England approached Culture East Midlands to see if it would lead on the establishment of a new organisation that could benefit all cultural areas and take an audience-focused view by providing a platform to look at current and potential cross-over between cultural sectors.

6.2
The Director of Culture East Midlands saw this as an innovative project that could deliver benefits throughout the Cultural Sector.  Following discussions with the Chair, Deputy Chair and several Board Members, the Executive Director agreed to CEM taking this initiative forward.  

6.3
Clearly at this stage it is only the arts that have consulted within their sector and articulated clearly the needs of arts organisations.  The Arts Council is also the only agency that has identified resources to support this initiative.  Arts Council England has identified funding to establish the organisation and cover its core costs in its early development.

6.4
By placing the development of the Agency under the control of Culture East Midlands during this development period the long-term aspiration of being comprehensively cross-cultural is most likely to be realised.  As part of the Business Planning process representatives of the development team will consult with all the CEM Partner Organisations to ensure the potential benefits of this agency can be exploited throughout the cultural sector.  This process began on 2.12.05 when the proposal was taken to CEM’s Executive Group (the Regional Directors of all the Cultural Agencies).  The proposal was met with a very warm response.  

7
Developing Services

7.1
Over the next three months a business plan is being researched and written by Anne Millman, who has been responsible for the set-up of many of the UK’s audience development agencies.  

7.2
If you would like to be consulted as part of this process please email simonelennox-gordon@culture-em.org.uk.


