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Investing in change 
A funding system that protects the status quo is preventing arts organisations 
from developing innovative new business models that are less dependent on 
the public purse, argues Michelle Wright. 
 
As the news of Arts Council England’s (ACE) investment package for 2015–18 settles in, and 
we breathe a sigh of relief that the news is not too bad, I’m left wondering, is it really a good 
thing that there were no real surprises? 
 
Much of the media’s attention has been focused on English National Opera’s (ENO) 27% cut, 
citing the organisation as the “biggest loser”. But, for me, ENO has emerged as the true 
entrepreneur and creative thinker of the settlement. In my work for the Arts Fundraising 
and Philanthropy programme, looking at innovation in fundraising with arts organisations 
across the country, I’ve had plenty of time to reflect on what we really mean by enterprise 
in income generation and where this sits within our funding ecology. Knowing that ENO was 
facing a £5m annual cut, it has come out fighting with a new business model that achieves 
less reliance on the Arts Council by generating more commercial income. Good on ENO for 
innovating and seeking to protect its artistic integrity, rather than rolling over and accepting 
a cut that would result in decreased artistic activity. 
 
When we think of innovation, invariably our attention turns to digital and some of the 
newer tools that might lead to different income streams, such as online giving, 
crowdfunding and the like. However, the reality is that whilst there is potential for arts 
organisations to increase revenue in a number of these areas, it is unlikely to lead to the six 
and seven figure sums that are needed to replace lost ACE or local authority funding. What 
instead seems to be the case is that those organisations that are successfully innovating in 
fundraising are prioritising three key areas: 
 

 Place: The organisations that are forging ahead, such as Liverpool’s Everyman 
Theatre and the Manchester International Festival, are asking and answering the key 
questions that are making them indispensable – what does the area really need, 
where are the gaps, what do schools need? It’s the organisations that genuinely 
know their region and that are responding to specific gaps that are securing high-
level funding. 
 

 Partnership: The word partnership has become something of a cliché. However, 
those organisations that really embrace and understand true partnership working 
are making great strides in fundraising. The Barbican Centre and its links with East 
London arts and community organisations is a great example of an organisation 
really listening to what is needed, which in turn is helping secure new investment for 
the region. 
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 Positioning: The savvy organisation that knows its value will protect its unique 
position. A good example is the Reading Agency and its partnership with the library 
sector. The Reading Agency is not the only charity in the country working with 
libraries, but its close and celebrated relationships are making it a ‘go to’ charity for 
funders wanting to invest in libraries and our communities. There is also real value in 
data, networks and knowledge that can be monetised for the organisations that 
invest in such positioning. 

 
My thoughts return to the role of our funders. Whilst they might nod vigorously when they 
hear word of a new business model or innovation, their behavior in subsequent grant-
making often suggests they should be the last place to go with a bold or risky idea. If you 
look at this from the grant-maker’s point of view, it’s understandable: why would a funder 
make a high-risk grant that might flop, especially when public funds are at stake? It might be 
true that the grant manager loves innovation, but it seems to be an unspoken rule that 
100% of grants must succeed. And the resulting funding decisions speak louder than words 
– what we saw in the latest funding round is effectively a protection of the status quo by a 
system that rewards the same old, same old. 
 
Like ENO there are many arts organisations that know their business model might benefit 
from a radical overhaul, but my sense is that there is a fear that the funders won’t support 
such change or transition. What emerges is a paralysis, with the board, executives and key 
funders all ending up protecting the status quo. 
 
Wouldn’t it be wonderful if ACE and other funders put out a ‘no-risk’ call to organisations 
wanting to explore radical new business models, where the best advice, funding and 
support (including from outside the establishment) could be given to those needing to 
change? Funding could be ring-fenced for establishing new ideas and taking a fresh look at 
place, partnerships and positioning to really make sure that our organisations are fit for the 
future. I can’t help but think that such transparent innovation from our main arts funders 
might lead to quite a different picture of grant funding for 2018–21... 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Michelle Wright is the Founder and CEO of fundraising and development enterprise Cause4 
and is Programme Director for Arts Fundraising and Philanthropy. This article is the second in 
a series of articles on the theme ‘Fundraising for the future’, sponsored and contributed by 
Arts Fundraising and Philanthropy. 
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