Participate conference, Wednesday 25 March – Belfast

John Holden – Value triangle

I have in the past put forward this simple triangle diagram to try to articulate the different values that culture can have to different groups in society. There are leaflets on the Demos website which can be downloaded free of charge (www.demos.co.uk) Put briefly, the argument is this: you can look at the value of culture in three ways, using different sorts of language in each case. These three viewpoints are not mutually exclusive; on the contrary they are complementary, but depending on who you are, they are more, or less, important.

Let me explain. At the top of the triangle is intrinsic value. Intrinsic means integral to, or an essential part of. So this implies that museums, dance, theatre and so on, have a value unique to themselves. In particular I have argued that intrinsic value establishes the arts as a public good in their own right and that we should value dance because it is dance and poetry because it is poetry, and not only for other reasons, such as their economic and social impact. 

But intrinsic value is also used to describe the way that art forms have individual, subjective effects on each of us. Intrinsic value is what people are talking about when they say “I love to dance” or “that painting’s rubbish” or “I need to write poems to express myself”.

Now, intrinsic value is notoriously difficult to describe, let alone measure, and the rational econometrics of government simply can't cope with it, because this aspect of culture deals in abstract concepts like fun, beauty and the sublime. It affects our emotions individually and differently, and it involves making judgments about quality. It really doesn't fit with the hard-headed machismo that is supposed to dominate in business, politics, sport and the media. These days, if you can't count it, it doesn't count, and how do you put a number on something like this? 

But to me, or to you, as an individual, it is our subjective response to culture that really matters. When I sit in a darkened auditorium listening to, say, Benjamin Britten’s music, my feelings are awakened and I think “this is lovely, it’s amazing, it’s astonishing.” I don’t sit there thinking, “I’m so glad this performance is driving business prosperity and helping to meet tourism targets.”

So if we are talking about the value of culture to individuals, we need to talk about quality, excellence, physical and intellectual access, and audience demographics.  We need to take qualitative factors into account – to argue about what is good and bad art, what excellence consists of, and how audience experiences can be improved.

It’s important to realise that when we are talking about intrinsic value, we are using value as an active verb. I value something, you value something, they value something. And that process of valuation is subjective. You can tell me that a painting is good and try to explain why you think it is. You can give me the statistics that show that dancing will benefit me in all sorts of ways from making me healthier to making me happier. But only I can value the painting, or the dance. This, I think is a crucial point.

Because when we turn to the second type of value, instrumental value we are dealing with an objective concept, so here we have to think about value differently. Instrumental value is used to describe instances where culture is used as a tool or instrument to accomplish some other aim - such as economic regeneration, or improved exam results, or better patient recovery times. These are the knock-on effects of culture, looking to achieve things that could be achieved in other ways as well. This type of value has been of tremendous Interest to politicians and funders over the last thirty years or so, and at some points it has become so overwhelmingly important that the other values of culture have been forgotten. 

I think there are perfectly understandable reasons why that has been the case. As I have said, from my point of view as an individual what matters to me is my individual experience of culture, whether I like the play, or whether I enjoy the music. But my individual pleasure really isn’t something that’s of interest to politicians. They are much more concerned about whether cultural experiences will have some kind of measurable effect on masses of people.

The American writer Philip Roth puts it in these terms. He says "Politics is the great generaliser and literature the great particulariser, and not only are they in an inverse relationship to each other they are in an antagonistic relationship. How can you be an artist and renounce the nuance?” he asks. "But how can you be a politician and allow the nuance?" 

The point here is that politics wants to achieve mass social outcomes, and so it values culture in terms of what culture can do to achieve those outcomes, whether that’s better recovery times in hospitals or reducing the rate of recidivism among prisoners, or integrating refugees into society. All of which are perfectly worthy and sensible aims.

Politics will always want to look at culture in this way – it makes perfect sense – and that means that politics will always have a highly ambivalent relationship with culture pulled in two directions at the same time. On the one hand, politicians want to keep their distance from culture for lots of reasons – because the arts can be oppositional and troublesome. Because in free societies they don’t want art to reflect state ideologies, and because they don’t want to have defend artistic experimentation. 

But on the other hand, they want to interfere in the arts, to try to make sure that the arts are achieving their wider goals for society, and to make sure that public funding is properly accountable. 

Now if we want to count instrumental value - the contribution that culture makes to specific economic and social policy goals, then we have a number of hard and soft tools at our disposal. Here we are looking to capture objective benefit – did children’s behaviour improve, did re-offending decrease, did businesses move into an area when we built an art gallery? The counting can take place at the level of an individual project, or in relation to a specific arts organisation, or at some aggregated level – a town, a region, an art form or so on. Now, there are many pitfalls and practical difficulties inherent in this, especially when we try to build a long-term, generalized picture, but there are numerous studies and research papers that witness the instrumental value of culture across a whole range of areas. It does work.

Let me return to the triangle. The third type of value is something I call institutional value. This is all about the way that cultural organisations act. They are part of the public realm and how they do things creates value as much as what they do. In their interactions with the public, cultural organisations are in a position to increase - or indeed decrease - such things as our trust in each other, our idea of whether we live in a fair and equitable society, our mutual conviviality and civility, and a whole host of other public goods. So the way in which our institutions go about their business is important. Things like opening hours, meeting and greeting, providing opportunities to grow and to learn are not simply about customer care as they would be in the commercial world. No, they are much more important than that, they can act to strengthen our sense of a collective society and our attachment to our locality and community. 

After all, culture is the major place where citizens interact voluntarily with the public realm: you have to send your children to school, you have to go to court if you get a summons, but you go to a theatre, a museum or a library because you want to go. This seems to me to be something interesting, and something that politics should take much more account of. Institutional value should therefore be counted as part of the contribution of culture to producing a democratic and well-functioning society. 

The question is, how to count institutional value? Well here, in contrast to instrumental value, where you are trying to find out the objective, measurable benefits of culture, here, what you want to know is the value that people collectively place on culture. And so you must ask them. One way is by using economic contingent valuation techniques, another is through the type of measurements of wellbeing that are advocated by the New Economics Foundation. Indeed, I would suggest looking at their website as useful place to learn about what NEF calls Social Return on Investment, or SROI, which is trying to aggregate the soft and hard, quantitative and qualitative factors that accounting for culture demands. (www.neweconomics.org)


But to sum up our value triangle, you can see these three ways in which culture can be valued: intrinsically, instrumentally, and institutionally. I want to stress that these are not three distinct categories where we put different experiences or art forms. It's not that contemporary dance is all about intrinsic values and theatre all about institutional values. My point is that all these three values are viewpoints or perspectives of equal validity, and they should be considered together. Let me give you an example. If a schoolchild is taken on a school visit to a museum, she may well have a moving emotional experience that can be talked about using the language of intrinsic value; she may be taught about an artist, and reproduce her learning in the exam room, and that becomes a measurable instrumental benefit. And she may get a sense of civic pride from this local museum, feel part of her community, and see the museum as a public place that she is entitled to share with others - and that would be an example of institutional value.

Seeing all three values as essential aspects of culture, or as equal viewpoints, avoids the predominance of any one of them. If too much emphasis is placed on intrinsic value, art ends up as precious, captured by an elite, and you start hearing museum directors saying there are too many people in museums, and experts complaining about 'dumbing down'. When too much emphasis is placed on instrumental value, the artists and professionals are alienated and find themselves being used as a means to an end to correct social deficits. When too much emphasis is placed on institutional value you can lose sight of the art. But put all three together and you have a robust mixed economy of value, a stable three-legged stool to validate culture. And that mirrors the financial economy of state, public, corporate and private funding that underpins the arts and culture, where again, reliance on any one tends to lead to trouble.

Understanding the full value of culture then, is a complicated business, though experiencing it and seeing it in action can be very direct, powerful and simple. What you value, and the language and metrics that you use to describe that value depends on who you are. Motivation seems to me to be crucial: an individual will want to judge and evaluate their own experiences. Someone running an arts organisation, will want to know what contribution they are making to the development and health of their art form, they will also be keen to demonstrate to their funders how they have fulfilled the funder’s demands, be that at the level of individual projects of the organisation itself. They will also want to have some way of assessing their audience satisfaction, and whether they are meeting the needs of those they are serving and hoping to serve.

We need a model of cultural value that can not only accommodate all these perspectives, but can help people to understand the perspectives of others. I believe that these concepts of intrinsic, instrumental and institutional value at least make a start. 













