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The arts may have weathered the fallout of the 2008 financial crash, but many institutions 
have faced a series of tough funding cuts, putting pressure on creativity in the UK. From 
theatre to digital art, dance, music and literature through to collections and museums, the 

arts depends on funding – and that’s where the Arts Council England comes in. Responsible 
for supporting and investing in the arts in the UK, the Council decides where public money 

from government and the National Lottery ends up, a responsibility that underpins our 
cultural fabric.

Darren Henley is Chief Executive of the Council, and in his discussions and writings has 
asserted the vital nature of the arts as socially invaluable in maintaining the health of 

our society. Rather than seeing the sector as a playground for the elite or an offset of the 
art market, Henley views it as an economic powerhouse with strength based in individual 
creatives, offering something far greater than simple economic benefits. Though still in 

major flux, Henley suggests now is a time of positivity, with the growth of the sector and 
new technology offering more ways to expose the community to the arts – changes that 

are hopefully shifting perceptions of its importance. The creative industries may not have 
emerged from this period of austerity unscathed, but they are more resolute than ever.

Rob Mead: What is the main role that the Arts 
Council currently plays in the UK?
Darren Henley: We invest in great art and culture 
across the country, acting as a development agency 
for these areas. We have responsibilities for arts 
organisations, for working with individual artists 
across all the genres: for museums we have a national 
development role – particularly for those non-
national museums outside London – and we also have 
this role for libraries. We want the investments we 
make to be for everyone, it’s about taking it to the 
widest possible audience.
Rob: How important is it that arts institutions outside 
of the capital benefit equally?
Darren: We are England’s Arts Council, it is really 
important for me that we represent and invest in the 
whole of the country. We need to have a strong and 

national portfolio organisations, 82% are working 
with children and young people, so there’s some 
really exciting work going on. But at the same time, 
we need to make sure it’s in the classroom.
Rob: So it is in fact a positive time, despite recent 
fears that the arts might be at risk in education? 
Darren: The creative industries are one of the 
country’s fastest growing sectors in business – 
growing twice as fast as the financial services sector. 
We need to ensure we have a talent pipeline of young 
people coming out of education to go into those roles, 
which is why it’s really important that these subjects 
are in school and further education. We also need 
to consider the innate creativity people have within 
them, which you see when you talk to young children; 
their imaginations are amazing. Society and age and 
all the other pressures you have in life can squeeze 
that out, but when you really look at it, the ideas 
that change the world are because of creative people 
having that moment of spark. We need to make sure 
that we have an education system delivering young 
people into the world who think like that.
Rob: Do you see technology feeding into the arts? 
Darren: Yes definitely, we are sitting here in the early 
part of the 21st century, if we discounted technology 
and what it can do for us we would be living in an 
old fashioned museum piece world. So we are very 
interested in how we can use new technology to 
change the organisations we’re working with, how 
we can help them work more effectively and reach 
more people. At the same time I am very interested 
in what individual artists and arts organisations can 
do – actually creating, curating and commissioning 
work using technology, in a way we couldn’t imagine 
previously. Understanding the possibilities of 
technology will mean that creative people can become 
even more so, and more people can engage with their 
outputs.
Rob: How have the spending cuts we’ve seen over 
the last five years affected the Arts Council, and arts 
institutions in general?
Darren: We have made quite a lot of spending cuts 
since 2010, and there was a big one in 2010, so within 
the Arts Council there was a major reorganisation, 
and a lot of staff positions went. We are custodians 
of public money and so we are constantly asking 
ourselves the question: “How can we do this most 
effectively and efficiently while trying to have great 
quality art and culture?” Yes, we would like to have 
more money to spend, but we’ve got what we’ve got. 
Our budget was slightly higher than expected last 
year [2015–2016] and part of that was talking to the 

vibrant capital city that will compete with everybody 
around the world, but we also need a really diverse set 
of ideas and creative outputs coming from elsewhere.
Rob: And how do these investments benefit not just 
the arts but wider society?
Darren: We know that having great cultural education 
is very important for children and young people and 
for their lifetime prospects, we know that people who 
engage in arts and culture either as practitioners or 
audiences live happier and healthier lives. It’s great 
for place-shaping – for building and defining towns 
and villages. Arts and culture can foster empathy 
and bring people together who otherwise might 
not encounter each other, and in that respect it can 
challenge fear and intolerance. Creating something 
together – or watching something that has been 
created – can change people’s ideas and thoughts. 

government and making the case for how arts and 
culture touches peoples’ lives, and that the money 
being invested has benefits far greater than how a 
pound would be spent in another sector.
Rob: Do you think it is possible that there have 
been positives that have come out of this period of 
austerity?
Darren: I would always like more money to invest 
in arts and culture, however having said that, artists 
and organisations have shown huge inventiveness 
and creativity when financial life deals them a 
difficult hand. In the last three years we have seen 
organisations diversifying their income streams: they 
might have a restaurant or shop, or are hiring out 
their space and using the assets they have to bring 
in more revenue, which they can then spend on arts 
and culture.
Rob: Artists themselves can be very creative at 
making the best of the situation – just take the 
use of abandoned buildings and growth of pop-up 
approaches.
Darren: I think you are right, artists are net 
contributors to society. There are a lot of examples 
around the country of places where artists have 
created a very vibrant and thriving community from 
what might have once been abandoned buildings. 
And often local authorities like having those artists 
here, changing the way they think or what the place 
is famous for, they are wondering how they can keep 
them there.
Rob: In terms of artists making this transformation 
there has been a lot of suspicion about this idea of 
gentrification, that the artists move in and make an 
area more valuable and then developers arrive and 
force artists out. 
Darren: We see that property prices are so expensive 
in London that for artists to be able to afford to 
live and work there is a challenge. We have to do 
something about this. Having said that, at the same 
time there are lots of places around the country that 
will benefit from artists working there. What I’m 
seeing more and more when I talk to local authorities 
and town planners is that they’re realising that need 
– for some very commercial things, but also for the 
experimental and innovative. This is where a lot of 
our investment can go, to start things off.
Rob: Do you think the government’s perception 
of the arts has changed in the last few years? 
Darren: One of the very positive things was the 
last Chancellor [George Osborne] standing up in 
the budget and actually talking about the value of 
art, culture and heritage. Whatever your political 

It’s really important that we have this conversation, 
especially now when we are seeing a lot of change, a 
lot of political uncertainty, not just in this country 
but right around the world.
Rob: In light of this, what is your view of the arts in 
education currently?
Darren: To my mind an excellent education system 
would have literacy, numeracy, and creativity at its 
heart. All young people, whatever their background, 
should have access to very high quality music, 
dance, drama and art and design: these are really 
important subjects. It’s so important that art is part 
of the education of people from tougher economic 
backgrounds, especially if they come from families 
where there hasn’t necessarily been that exposure. 
We know it’s very important to have formal and 
informal access to this, in and out of school. Of our 

views, it was powerful thing for a Chancellor of the 
Exchequer to do. I think it’s very important not to 
underestimate the power of our artistic and cultural 
activities on the world stage. As a relatively small 
island our creativity has gone way beyond our size 
in music, fine art, dance, drama, writing, literature, 
and also some of the technology advances – our 
broadcasting, media and films.
Rob: How do you see the future of the arts in the 
UK?
Darren: I think it is very bright. The thing about 
change and the future is not to be scared of it but to 
embrace it, we know the generation coming through 
are a group of people for whom technology has been 
present their whole lives. We need to cherish the 
understanding and knowledge we have, but always 
consider different ways of doing things.
Rob: So if you could speak to a young or emerging 
artist what would your advice be?
Darren: Get as much training as you can, learn 
your craft. I am a believer in that hard slog: build 
networks, make those conversations, invest time in 
meeting people, in seeing other work to understand 
areas completely outside of your practice, because it 
is amazing how much you can learn from different 
industries. I am always interested in those artists who 
spend their time going into businesses and letting it 
change their own processes. Don’t become a slave to 
technology – technology is a tool to use and not an end 
game, people will always want to have those human 
interactions. Put in the ground work, think wider 
thoughts than are comfortable for you and if you are 
still in a university type space be even braver and 
go and make more mistakes, because that’s a world 
where you can actually go and do that. Creativity is 
often about doing something for the first time. We 
need to find a society that recognises the value in that 
– because that’s a society that will thrive.
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