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Toto, I’ve a feeling we’re not in Kansas any more 

 

1. Introduction
 
1.1. Bonnar Keenlyside enters the conversation about the new realities for the 

performing arts, with our reflections and some practical suggestions for 

operating in business as unusual.  We look at the background context, the 

assumptions we should be making and offer some advice for how we might 

plan a way forward.   

1.2. We can take the journey of the NHS as an inspiration and take heart from 

the challenge it has overcome through repurposing, being innovative and 

breaking down previous barriers to change.  It had been typically described 

as being sclerotic, over managed and resistant to change.  Now, with 

barriers between working practice, managers, nurses and doctors 

positively breaking down, it has been reinvented and won’t go back. 
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2. Background 
COVID-19 

2.1. COVID's destiny is not yet known, but it is unlikely be conquered without a 

vaccine.  It may get stronger or weaker over time or disappear.  Meanwhile, 

it can only be controlled through physical distancing and contact tracing 

with quarantines imposed to isolate outbreaks (antibody tests offer no 

guarantee of immunity).  Europe is now opening up, but only through public 

health authorities taking measures for social distancing, hygiene and travel, 

transport and leisure activities aimed at protecting the general population.  

Even if there is a vaccine, it will take a very long time for general 

populations to be covered as there will be rationing and prioritisation of key 

and vulnerable groups.  The virus may eventually be accepted as an 

influenza type risk, with vulnerable groups being protected and the general 

public having to manage its own acceptable risk tolerances.  We have to 

acknowledge that existing venues, bringing together people from different 

places, in relatively crowded conditions, offer the ideal environment for a 

highly contagious virus.  

2.2. Therefore, it can be assumed that there will be medium to long term 

measures in place that will significantly impact upon the cultural sector.  

Social distancing will continue to be highly recommended, if not mandatory.  

When track and trace is in operation, a local outbreak associated with 

cultural activities could mean quarantine being imposed and an interruption 

to work.    

Economy 

2.3. An economic recession with unique causes is underway.  Developed 

countries have been taking aggressive action and some market 

stabilisation has been achieved.  This is as a result of internationally co-

ordinated political interventions and containment strategies for the virus.  

Government debt levels will be historically high as a result, but interest 

rates are likely to remain very low in order that governments can borrow 

cheaply.  A "U" shaped recovery is predicted, going from despair to repair 

through bottoming out and a gradual pick up over time.  Future economic 

growth areas are predicted to be healthcare and technology.  There has 

been a massive acceleration in the trend from physical to digital 

businesses, encouraging the development of innovative technologies.    

2.4. Some funding bodies have set aside funds to support the cultural sector, 

but significant failures are to be expected.  Many performance venues are 

not subsidised.  Support for subsidised venues may be reappraised by 

strategic agencies in the context of there simply being insufficient funds to 

maintain all provision.  This might see factors such as geographic spread 

prioritised with less support in some metropolitan centres.  Trusts and 

foundations are currently supporting existing clients through emergency 

funds and generally not accepting new applications.  Their future policies 
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for funding are unknown.  Local authorities will not be fully recompensed by 

central government for their substantial additional COVID related expenses.  

This will lead to deep cuts, with social care prioritised at the expense of 

other sectors. 

2.5. For performing arts organisations, the immediate threat is not the 

withdrawal of funding, but earned income disappearing in terms of ticket 

sales, performance fees and ancillary income.  This predominantly accounts 

for a large proportion of overall turnover.  

2.6. Once the current national furlough scheme comes to an end, there may be 

significant national and local job losses.  Amongst the general public, there 

may be less disposable income available for cultural activities, particularly if 

existing and potential audiences and participants grow accustomed to free 

access online.  

Digital 

2.7. The cultural sector has taken full advantage of online engagement, sharing 

and creating content, graphics, games, interactive guides, educational 

material, developing e commerce, whilst also managing the data protection 

of its users.  Some artists are at the vanguard of engaging audiences online.  

The next generation of the web is likely to be even more intelligent, with the 

focus on the individual users.  However, sensitivity about personal data 

protection is likely to increase.  

2.8. The COVID crisis has catapulted the technology sector forward by 20 years.  

Since the beginning of this pandemic, artists and organisations have only 

been able to access their audiences and users through their web sites and 

transmissions using platforms such as YouTube and Zoom.  The next 

generation will further harness AR and VR technologies.  Millions of people 

worldwide have accessed the arts through live transmissions, broadcasts, 

participation and digital technology.   The home has become an auditorium 

and that experience may be better realised and at greater artistic and 

economic value.   We can learn from others who have developed their online 

services during the pandemic such as in learning and health and fitness. 
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3. Assumptions 
Audiences 

‘’It will be a different world when we open again and what people will want to 

see may be very different too. Our audience is going to be carrying the 

financial and psychological burden of this pandemic for quite a while."    Lee 

Lewis, Queensland Theatre 1 

3.1. There will be significantly less demand overall for tickets for performances 

in venues: there will be fewer international visitors to the UK; a reluctance 

amongst audiences to travel on public transport to city centre venues; and 

many being unconfident or disinterested in attending venues operating 

under COVID restrictions.  These conditions will include spacing, face 

 
 
 
 
 
 
1 The Guardian 14 May 2020 

coverings, hand sanitising and temperature checking and queuing for 

toilets for an exponentially longer time than in normal conditions.  Then 

there are the psychological deterrents associated with sitting in an 

audience when someone might cough, having to use shared toilets, or there 

being no interval and no social interaction with other audience members.   

Performances will have to move away from traditional formats to engage 

with their audience. 

3.2. Some sectors of society will continue to be disproportionately affected by 

COVID-19 and its aftermath.  These are congruent with many groups 

currently less likely to engage with the arts: people who are poorer in 

wealth, education, health and who have less access to the arts; the elderly; 

people from BAME backgrounds; people vulnerable by disability.  The 

additional barriers to be erected around attending performances will 

disproportionately deter audiences from these groups.   The move away 

from traditional presentation therefore represents an opportunity to 

engage with these groups.   
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3.3. Many audiences will be content to engage on-line and there is likely to be 

some innovation in monetising this.   

3.4. At the other end of the spectrum, there will be some audiences whose 

experiences will be enhanced and diversified including: experience seekers 

who relish experiment and new theatrical and musical experiences in 

diverse settings; the inner circles - patrons, friends and supporters who will 

rally round and find ways of providing settings for performances for their 

groups.  These individuals will mostly be highly educated and relatively 

affluent.  

3.5. There will be potentially greater demand for performances and learning & 

participation activities from specific sectors including in schools, as 

classroom teaching adapts to social distancing measures.  With smaller 

classes and part time class-room attendance there is an opportunity for the 

cultural sector to support the core curriculum. 

Programme  

3.6. Until now, most venues have been focussing on how to present work 

created for the pre-COVID era.  However, the work which is now being 

created or developed during COVID is likely to need different settings.  

Artists will continue to create work which reflects society, inspires, 

challenges and entertains for this time.  Leaders of arts organisations will 

continue to innovate and create new ways of engaging audiences in the 

performing arts in diverse settings including: existing venues in socially 

distanced formats; new settings such as drive-ins, outdoors, socially 

distanced arenas, rooms in offices, hospitals, schools, places of worship, 

homes and houses; on-line. 

3.7. Productions and performances will be highly energetic, inclusive, joyful and 

entertaining and encourage audiences to overcome barriers to attendance 

in venues and places outside the home.  Interactive work involving 

individual audience members and artists will continue mostly on-line and 

outdoors. 

3.8. Past successful productions and performances will be re-presented, 

including those recorded on film and also specific solo and small group 

performances which are suited to COVID conditions and settings. 

3.9. Travel restrictions will necessitate a shift from the international / national 

to the local, with significant restrictions around touring.  Some large-scale 

international touring, such as rock and pop, dance and opera companies, 

large scale theatres and orchestras will effectively cease in the short term 

at least.  International festivals are likely to be particularly affected by this. 

Infrastructure 

3.10. The arts as a whole will adapt, survive and thrive, finding new ways to 

reflect the changing realities, but their supporting infrastructures in terms 
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of organisations and physical resources will also have to adapt and change.  

Those with the biggest challenges will be the organisations with the largest 

infrastructures, whether in terms of people or assets.    

3.11. Smaller groups, or those who work on a project by project basis, may find it 

easier to accommodate change.  Ensembles of performers, creative teams 

and production teams may commit to quarantine conditions to make and 

perform work.  Artists and other freelance workers will not necessarily have 

sufficient income from their practice for them to develop work.  Staff 

currently furloughed may be made redundant if venues are not able to 

reopen and skilled staff may be lost.  A generation of graduates and other 

emerging talent may be unable to find pathways to professional 

engagement. 

3.12. There will have to be significant restructuring and a fresh approach to the 

supporting establishments for cultural activity.  Typically, arts 

organisations have been vertically integrated, providing and managing the 

majority of their activities and services in house (for example, box office, 

marketing, education, fund raising).  This is true even when they have 

extensive networks of freelancers.  While arts organisations have been 

content to work collaboratively, there is a widespread systemic resistance 

to even partial structural change involving single education teams, 

marketing and the like. 

3.13. The economies of many of these individual organisations simply aren't 

sustainable in the current climate.  Particularly effected will be large venues 

for which there is currently no access to performers or audiences and, even 

when reopened, may only provide 25% of previous economic value (25% 

capacity works for cinema, but not for theatres or concert halls).  Some can 

temporarily hibernate, using existing reserves and emergency financial 

supports, particularly the national furlough scheme, but once these are 

exhausted, it will be adapt, change, or perish.  Many organisations face 

losing numbers of skilled staff and if the furlough scheme is not maintained 

beyond October, there could be substantial costs of change at that point.  

That moment could sink organisations if they are not well prepared. 
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4. Thinking Ahead 
 

4.1. What will be the new normal and what will be business as unusual? We have 

to plan for different scenarios, which might be variants of: 

• COVID continues to be managed through existing measures of physical 

distancing for the foreseeable future (1-2 years) 

• COVID might disappear in the medium term (1-5 years), naturally or through 

a vaccine being available 

• Governments will choose to protect the vulnerable, with the general public 

developing their individual risk tolerances (ongoing) 

4.2. All of these present new possibilities for the activities, operations and 

structure of performing arts organisations.  The external environment is not 

under our control, but we need to be nimble and innovative in our response 

to it.  Getting to the point of a complete failure to respond and repurpose 

should not be an option - unless it is a conscious, controlled decision. 

 

 
 
Possible ideas to explore 

Roll up on a new pitch 

4.3. There is an opportunity for performing arts companies to lock down 

permanent venues for a while and pitch up in new settings to make work 

with new communities. This may be the only way to create energetic and 

engaging performance work especially with those who are highly unlikely to 

consider attending a performance in a traditional venue at this time.  

Schools, homes, fields, tennis courts, playgrounds and many other sites can 

be places for all types of work.  

4.4. With a halt to the previous practice of attracting audiences from an 

excluded group through discounted tickets, or crowding into the cheap 
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seats, there is an opportunity to take and make work in the places where 

targeted excluded groups live, socialise or gather in a socially distant way.  

4.5. Really focussing on inclusion is a key action which could be taken. Most arts 

organisations will have the capacity and expertise to switch activities and 

do this. 

Set free 

4.6. Performing arts organisations who traditionally provide education and 

participation programmes within their own organisations might now 

consider setting free their teams to work with others doing similar things in 

similar places in the same locale. There is an opportunity to break free from 

characteristic territorialism and organisational protection and for 

education teams across organisations to join up to create a single service, 

for example, providing theatre and dance education across an education 

authority.  This could be clearly responsive to need. 

Intensify patronage  

4.7. There is opportunity now to build on the loyalty and commitment of groups 

of patrons and grow income through selective events and activities; to 

develop new and traditional private patronage to support essential 

research and development and engage audiences from excluded groups.  

Fallow for future fertility 

4.8. Some venues will elect to operate a constrained programme, with reduced 

audiences and programmes.  There is an alternative to dilution, which would 

be to hibernate and to benefit from a fallow period in the venues where the 

focus is on research and development.  It will be critical to support artists 

during this time, more so than retaining non-artistic staff.  This will present 

a challenge to organisations where the legal and moral responsibilities of 

being an employer may present as being of more importance than 

supporting freelancers who make work. 

 

Consolidate 

4.9. With major threats to financial sustainability, this is the time when 

performing arts organisations in the subsidised sector could consolidate 

through mergers.  It may be time to get beyond the old arguments that 

producing organisations require each to stick with individual boards, 

leaders and staff because they are harnessed round a specific mission and 

vision and create more resilient organisations from several predecessors in 

a city or area.    

Taking a measured approach to the art of the possible 

4.10. Arts leaders will be positively engaging with key stakeholders (statutory, 

commercial and charitable) to establish mechanisms to support survival, 
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for example, changing the use of restricted funds, funding terms and 

conditions.  There will be closely observed and well documented 

governance to ensure legal compliance with ongoing viability.  The trail of 

evidence of assumptions, choices, decisions and plans as they are 

developed should be clear and demonstrate good governance. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Practical application 

4.11. Organisations will need to work out what can they do that is practical and 

achievable within the new constraints, for example: 

• How to engage with artists and producers to determine the limits of 

available programming?    

• What parameters to give them? 

• Who will be the audience? 

• By what means can we present the work? 

• Is it practical to implement? 

• Is it economically viable? 

• What infrastructure do we require to deliver it? 

4.12. Breaking free from systemic resistance to structural change may be 

difficult for arts organisations.  Guidance and interventions from funders 

may be required as well as objective independent expert help. 

 

4.13. Many arts organisations, their leaders and boards will need to step up their 

engagement.  

4.14. Boards may need expert help in determining the right balance to achieve 

their charitable objectives and fiscal responsibilities. 

4.15. We will all recognise that the majority of changes will mean significant and 

probably painful interventions for existing organisations.  However, not 

addressing them will not make them go away. 

4.16. These are just a few suggestions and a starting point.  We are a highly 

creative industry, so there are some of the best minds available to think 

further.  However, we don't have the luxury of very much time to respond.  
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4.17. The NHS and all its constituent parts took radical action to protect the 

health of the nation – what radical action are we prepared to take to protect 

the performing arts? 

 
Anne Bonnar and Hilary Keenlyside May 2020 


