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Arts, culture and the Big SocietyArts, culture and the Big SocietyArts, culture and the Big SocietyArts, culture and the Big Society    

The idea of Big Society is not a new one; it is simply a new name. For as long as there has been society, there has been a 

Big Society. Since the dissolution of the monastries, England has had Charity Law and the Industrial Revolution gave us the 

introduction of municipal libraries. History is littered with examples of communities coming together for the greater good. 

    

How much is different from what was happening before the General Election 2010? Co-production of services was already 

in development under Labour. The previous government had already started talking about health and wellbeing. Big 

Society could be seen as putting a name to what was already going on.  

 

The major difference between 1997 and now is that it is not certain that this government will last five years. So how 

secure is current thinking? This is an exciting challenge for arts and cultural organisations. Rather than being top-down we 

need to think about what Big Society means to us and what we want from it. 

Putting the Big Society into actionPutting the Big Society into actionPutting the Big Society into actionPutting the Big Society into action    

 

Most people don’t want to be involved in the process of how it happens, but do want to be involved in what happens. 

There is little interest in how roads are built and maintained but much interest in where roads are built, how much they 

cost, how railways could be better utilised etc. In the same way, people do not want to run cultural organisations. They do 

not want to proof brochures or organise staffing rotas. Rather they want to be involved what kind of organisations the 

institutions will be. 

 

The socio-economic make-up of those who most regularly volunteer; are school governors etc are middle-aged, middle-

class and white. Unless Big Society addresses this lack of representation then it will not be truly reflective of society but 

will just act to give those who are already inclined to have their say an even bigger voice.  

 

Participation - It is important to understand that people do not just benefit from culture, they benefit from participating in 

culture. Think about organising an event, proofing a brochure or other outcome driven tasks. It is not just the outcome 

that is fun or rewarding; it is the process of getting there that one often enjoys the most. This is the same when asking 

people to get involved in your organisation. Ensuring they are content in when participating will give you a much stronger 

advocate and volunteer.  

 

Communication & Consultation - New media has made it easier than ever to consult our audiences and potential 

audiences but it first you need to decide why it is your are consulting them. What outcomes do you want? But remember 

that by beginning a conversation, you cannot just stop it when you do not hear what you want to hear.  

 

With social media, you cannot always manage your message, you need to accept this. People play out arguments and give 

opinions constantly on platforms such as Twitter, you cannot always be monitoring, nor should you. It is natural to want to 

jump in when somebody is criticising your latest show or refurbishment. But you must learn to let things go.  

 

Firebreaks - Arts and cultural organisations should be encouraged to engage in Firebreaks. This is to try things out over a 

small period of time, in isolation to limit the risks and responsibilities. This is a great way of seeing whether something 

might work and could be introduced into your main body of work without having to commit to it.  

 

Building an offer in turbulent times - What can you offer? People are not interested in your difficulties when faced with 

losing police, nurses, and jobs. But they will be interested if you can help them with their issues. Put these things at the 

front of your work and your presence. The wellbeing agenda is a big part of what you can offer. When life is going to be 
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financially more difficult, wellbeing becomes more important, not less. Arts and cultural organisations have a lot to offer 

individuals and community groups. It is in our interest to nurture these. It makes for a stronger, richer and more essential 

organisation and part of society.  

 

It is not about totally reimagining what your organisation does, but being smarter about expressing it. Research doesn’t 

change people’s minds so much as experience. You cannot prove the value of experience. Decision makers think they only 

understand empirical language of science, but stories communicate the experience. Compelling stories change how 

people see things. Have confidence in using your audiences own language and own experiences.  

 

 

Big Society already in action?Big Society already in action?Big Society already in action?Big Society already in action?    

 

There are some great examples of ‘Big Society’ already in action in the North West, these include: 

 

Imperial War Museum North & the In Touch project - making sure that a broad variety of people work in the spaces 

makes a difference to how people feel about being there.  

 

Culture Liverpool’s Community Cultural Champions - People from across the city applied and Culture Liverpool selected 

one from each neighbourhood. The aim was to be able to understand the impact of culture of people. Champions were 

given business cards, free tickets to encourage the link between city Centre and what’s happening in neighbourhoods. 

Interestingly, enthusiasm went down whilst wellbeing went up.  

 

Arts Council England - ACE offer a programme of training for community groups to chose what they want to deliver. Arts 

service not simply dictating what should be done, the community groups get to come up with it themselves.  

 

Hallé - AGMA work to use Local Authority contacts to make link with people who are ‘off the radar’. Worked with people 

in very deprived areas who might be interested. Helped bring people in. Provided mirror service to normal – spoke to 

people to reduce fear levels, special concert notes.  

 

FACT’s Tenantspin - a unique collaboration that enables all parties to explore issues around contemporary ways of living 

and ways of seeing. 

 

National Trust – The National Trust is the biggest membership organisation in Britain, with approximately 3 million in its 

ranks. What makes the National Trust different to most is the professionalism of its volunteers. A lot do roles that are 

usually salaried, including Learning Assistant, Events Assistant etc. Volunteers are not just used to give tours or fundraise. 

This has also been an issue as the National Trust looks to diversify; there has been a backlash from members who want it 

to remain as it is.   

 

Rural Touring Schemes - All are independent and run on different structures & principles. Broadly speaking one third of 

funding is from Local Government, a third from the audiences and a third from Arts Council England. Money then goes to 

performers who generally don’t get subsidy from ACE directly. The promoter chooses which they want from a menu. This 

is an evolved system of co-production. Different people have different levels of risk - financial and social for the 

promoters. Investors get an efficient system and a diverse range of work happening.  

 

The big question facing the sector is, can any of these examples be mainstreamed? Or can additional things only 

come with additional money?  
    
Contact us Contact us Contact us Contact us to find out more:to find out more:to find out more:to find out more:    

 

From consultancy to research services and audience development projects, All About Audiences can help you engage with The 
Big Society, visit www.allaboutaudiences.comwww.allaboutaudiences.comwww.allaboutaudiences.comwww.allaboutaudiences.com, email: hello@allaboutaudiences.comhello@allaboutaudiences.comhello@allaboutaudiences.comhello@allaboutaudiences.com    or call 0161 234 29550161 234 29550161 234 29550161 234 2955 to find out how.  

    


