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Greg Richards – Public Value of Culture 

What I want to talk to you about is how we can maximize the public value of cultural events.  The kind of values that John was talking to us about this morning and in particular looking at the example of the European Capital of Culture and the way in which that is being used by different cities throughout Europe as a way of generating public value.  Basically, if you look at what is happening in cities across the world at the moment, they are all beginning to use cultural events in instrumental ways as a process of development, but also at the same time trying to generate other forms of value in terms of revitalizing place, generating image, making people feel good about the places in which they live.  Also, importantly as far as tourism is concerned, they add to the atmosphere and the general image of the place which makes it an attractive place to visit.

So cities like Edinburgh have well developed events strategies which try and play on all these different kinds of values and you can see there that they have all sorts of things in mind such as general improvements to the quality of life, creative activity, and so on.  So cultural events have become increasingly important all over the world and increasingly public sector organisations are putting money into events as a way of meeting these kinds of objectives.  Of course, if you’re investing money into these kinds of things then one has to ask if we are investing money in the right kinds of things.  So increasingly cultural events are being looked at and evaluated in order to answer some of those questions.   Evaluation is becoming increasingly important because up until now the standard economic impact evaluation that has been done has been pretty crude and doesn’t tell you very much.  There is increasing demand for a transparency about the use of public funding and there is drive to demonstrate value for money, quality and so on, and to be able to make effective decisions about resource evaluation on the basis of hard evidence.  

We are beginning to look more closely about what cultural events can do and what they deliver and one of the ideas that has been increasingly linked to the cultural sector in general and also cultural events, is the idea of what kind of public value it generates.  Public value is basically what the public values, i.e. things that people feel are important and worth investing money in and so on.  It’s a different way of thinking about value from the purely economic aspect of value.  It’s about the value of how services are delivered, what kind of social and cultural outcomes they can produce and it’s about how cultural events and cultural activity in general maintains trust and legitimacy in institutions so it has to do with all those intrinsic instrumental and institutional values John was talking about earlier.

What I want to do is try to illustrate some of the ways in which cultural events can create public value by looking in particular at the European Capital of Culture which has been in the news a lot recently because of Liverpool 2008.  Liverpool has been particularly good at creating a lot of interest in the event. The event has a very long history which started off in 1985 as an idea of the Greek Minister of Culture and has really taken off to the extent where now we have had 39 cities in 20 different countries hosting the event and in fact there are estimated to be 130 cities interested in some way in bidding for future Capitals of Culture up until 2019..  So the whole profile of the event has increased over time and has become a mega undertaking in recent years.  At the same time the costs of staging the event have increased so the need for evaluating it and asking what it is actually doing has also become increasingly important as the event has developed.  There is an increasing body of evaluation work available.  Most importantly the 2004 Palmer report which really did a comprehensive review of all the Capitals of Culture from 1985 up until 2004.  It’s a 500 page report which is a fantastic font of information about the relationship between cultural events and cities available online (http://ec.europa.eu/culture/key-documents/doc926_en.htm)
We have since been extending this analysis thorough a series of reports which we published in the last couple of years, looking at different Cultural Capitals that we have had since, and different issues in terms of the results of the Capital of Culture programme (www.tram-research.com/ecoc).  What has become very clear is that the Capital of Culture has become much more than just a cultural event.  It has been laden with a whole series of different objectives; not just creating a cultural programme, not just supporting the cultural sector, but also the instrumental economic and social aspects and for quite a lot of cities, image improvement.  This was certainly an important aspect for Liverpool and for Glasgow in 1990.  So the whole event has developed over time and it was just a fairly modest summer festival.  A couple of months of high art in cities like Athens and Florence, in the beginning, and it slowly changed into a year round event where high culture was presented for twelve months.  Some cities then opted for this idea of an arts city where art would permeate the city as a whole.  So it was not just performing arts but also visual arts, sculpture and public space and all these kind of things.  

Glasgow, European City of Culture (1990)

Then of course, Glasgow came along in 1990 and said that what they were actually going to do was to use this event as a hook for urban regeneration to change the image of Glasgow from a place where people fight, to being a real cultural city.  This really was a turning point because a lot of cities subsequently then took the Glasgow model of what their idea of a Capital of Culture should be and so not surprisingly, other port cities such as Rotterdam and Genoa have had a very similar experience and Lille, which is a former mining area, has also gone down the urban regeneration route.  Some cities have used it as a tool for tourism development.  Most recently the addition of a regional dimension to the event has meant that places like Luxembourg and the Ruhr region in Germany are now seeing this as a whole regional cultural development programme.  So Luxembourg, for example, was a partnership between five different regions in four different countries so that was a complex event to organize and very different from the modest beginnings in 1985.  What has certainly happened over time is that the spending has gone up enormously so that the budget for Liverpool was £100M.

This all strengthens the basic cultural fabric of the city. This is something that you can then subsequently build on, not only in terms of culture, but also in terms of social impacts and tourism as well.  In terms of social outcomes, and this is something that Liverpool has played on very strongly, most of the cities have managed to improve access to culture and to socio-cultural programmes.  Most of them have developed social programmes which are aimed at specific target groups such as youth and the elderly and also the inclusion of marginalised or excluded groups, particularly ethnic minorities, has been a very high priority for most of these events.  It has also helped to strengthen the cultural and voluntary organisations which can run such programmes.  The experience of the Capital of Culture is that at the end of the day the social programmes are even more sustainable than the cultural programmes because they are relatively cheap to run, are more rooted locally and are organized by committed individuals so often it’s the social programmes which have survived the cultural programmes best, rather than the purely economic or cultural outcomes.

To focus on a few specific examples of how the cultural council has worked in different places; Glasgow in 1990 was a turning point for the programme.  They said it was not just a cultural programme but was about urban regeneration and revitalization and so on so they put a lot of effort into economic development and image improvement and they shipped in cultural celebrities such as Pavarotti, in order to underline the message that Glasgow was changing and was part of the European scene.  They also emphasized very heavily, the economic impacts that event had.  It generated a total spend of almost £50M of which about £10-14M actually stayed in the local economy and that helped to boost cultural industry’s employment.  It had much more important broader effects as well in terms of the quality of life.  By the end of it 61% of the residents of Glasgow agreed that the programme had made the city a more pleasant place to live.   There is some evidence of increasing trust and legitimacy as a result of this kind of programme.  

The event also generated more cultural tourism and put Glasgow on the UK tourism map.  It is now the fourth most important destination in the UK for overseas visitors.  So there were a lot of good impacts going on, particularly in terms of the image of the city.  Looking at the media coverage that ensued from the event, most of it was about how the image of the city had improved as a result of the event.  There was a lot of coverage also of the economic and tourism impacts.  Because of the attention paid to these things, they inevitably ended up talking slightly less about other things, most interestingly, arts funding.  Whereas before the event everybody had been worrying about arts funding, after the event, nobody was covering arts funding in the media because they thought everything was fine as Glasgow was getting lots of tourists.  So there are positives and negatives to be taken from this image change story.  Certainly since 1990 the city has benefited but whether one could pin all these benefits down to the Cultural Capital alone is debatable because of course Glasgow started with an image improvement and economic redevelopment programme long before the Capital of Culture itself, with the Glasgow Smiles Better campaign in the early 1980s.  So it’s not just the Capital of Culture alone.  I would argue with cultural events like this, one needs to see them as part of a broader long term redevelopment programme in order to reap the benefits.  

Glasgow city actually grew in population after 1990 whereas before people were leaving in droves.  The economy grew faster than the national average and it rose to number 52 in the world index of the quality of life.  This may not sound very good but before 1990 it wasn’t even on the index.  Glasgow also became cool.  It was named ‘UK’s Coolest City’ in 2003 by the National Geographic Traveller magazine.  It not only had physical, economic and quality of life effects, but it also had a feeling that Glasgow was an OK place to live, to work, to invest and to visit and this has helped them to attract other major events such as the Commonwealth Games in 2014.  They are also now a UNESCO City of Music.  The cultural sector also felt there were good things happening and the people working in the cultural sector felt that it improved their vision and their aspirations.  They felt more part of an international cultural scene and that they had been put on the map in cultural terms.  People were more likely to think of Glasgow as a good place to do culture as a result.

The problem I think is that if you are talking about assessing public value, the evaluation tools that we currently have are pretty crude and tend to rely too much on economics.  We need to develop some more sophisticated tools.  As Mary Miller, the Director of Stavanger 2008 said at a conference recently, what we really need is to be able to ‘measure the immeasurable’ so all these things that people can feel happening, like being more self confident and being more proud of the place the live in and taking more interest in culture, are not currently encapsulated in our thinking about evaluation.  We need to have better ways to understand how this system works and how public value is produced through cultural events and cultural activity.

