


Arts Governance

Since the crisis in governance which led to a shortage of capable board members,
recent years have seen the emergence of the enterprising arts organisation – a
development which has led to the need for new types of board members who
have a greater understanding of ‘mission, money and merit’ within a cultural
construct.

This innovative book explores the world of the arts board member from the
unique perspective of the cultural and creative industries. Using a wide range of
research techniques including interviews with board members and stakeholders,
board observations, a survey and case studies this book provides a rich and
deep analysis from inside the boardroom. It provides in-depth insight into the
changing pressures on arts boards after the financial crisis, and focuses
uniquely on the role of passion on arts boards.

Part of the Routledge Research in Creative and Cultural Industries Manage-
ment series, written specifically for people seeking to develop their careers in
cultural and creative management, this book is also for people working in and
with arts organisations, in government and nonprofit arts organisations. It
will also be of interest to academics and researchers working in the wider
corporate governance field.

Ruth Rentschler is Chair, Academic Board, Deakin University, where she is
also Professor in Arts Management. She holds a ministerial appointment to
the board of the Victorian Health Promotion Foundation (VicHealth), as well
as board appointments on the Art Gallery of Ballarat, Multicultural Arts
Victoria and the Duldig Gallery.
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Foreword

When I was invited by Professor Ruth Rentschler to introduce this publication,
I was both delighted and momentarily apprehensive. It was a privilege to be
asked to make a small contribution to an important work, but I also wondered
what I could add to the fruits of her five years of scholarship, or to amplify the
importance of understanding and embracing good governance principles and
practice.

It then occurred to me that there are parallels between those reactions and
those experienced when one is invited to join the governing body of an arts
organisation as a member, office holder or chairperson. When that occurs,
there is the excitement of the opportunity to use one’s accumulated knowledge
and skills, and passion for the art form concerned, to positively influence the
organisation. This is then balanced by an awareness of the responsibility and
duty of care that is involved—particularly to the artists and audiences for
whom the organisation exists to serve.

Ruth has recognised the diversity of circumstances and motivations that
cause board members to seek or position themselves for such appointments.
Some may actively pursue positions; some have ‘greatness thrust upon them.’
The important thing is that regardless of the circumstances of their arrival,
they are all, as Ruth puts it, ‘like pilgrims on a journey of discovery. As in all
pilgrimages, there has to be an aspect of sacrifice; in this context it comes in the
form of the mostly voluntary nature of the journey, in a domain subsumed by
passion.’

Governance and passion would at first glance seem incompatible, as the
necessary strictures and conventions of one would likely exclude if not extinguish
the other. But in the arts especially, though I would argue not exclusively, their
co-existence is inevitable. I suspect many a scientist or sportsperson has been
challenged by the same incongruity when serving on their governing bodies.

We think we understand passion but how well do we understand governance?
In this book, Ruth argues that ‘there is still no single way of understanding
governance, (but) we have become conscious of its ubiquitousness. Engagement
in cultural activities, through board governance, provides another lens on the
investigation.’ A useful definition of governance is that by D.O. Renz (2004)
quoted by Professor Johanne Turbide in the 2011 Deakin University Kenneth



Myer Lecture: ‘Governance is the process of providing strategic leadership to
a nonprofit organisation. It entails the functions of setting direction, making
policy and strategy decisions, overseeing and monitoring organisational per-
formance, and ensuring overall accountability. Nonprofit governance is a
political and organisational process involving multiple functions and engaging
multiple stakeholders.’

In contemporary Australia, the spectrum of arts organisations includes the
national cultural institutions, including the Australia Council for the Arts,
funded principally by the Commonwealth Government, their State, Territory,
and Local Government counterparts and a myriad of supported, private and
commercial arts organisations alongside community organisations. Their councils,
boards and committees steer, enhance, safeguard and preserve their reputa-
tions, sustainability and futures. They must come to grips with the prosaic
processes of audit and due diligence and yet maintain the ardour and enthu-
siasm for the art practices at the heart of the organisation. They are also engaged
in the politics of arts funding and stakeholder relationships mentioned by Renz,
and as Ruth has said, ‘remain loyal beyond reason, all predominantly pro bono.’

At the Australia Council, we seek to complement that important task with
our own contribution. The Council’s Essential Governance Principles for Arts
Organisations has been adapted for use by all arts organisations from the ASX
Corporate Governance Principles and Recommendations. The Council believes
that good governance structures encourage organisations to create value through
entrepreneurism, artistic innovation, development and exploration and pro-
vide accountability and control systems commensurate with the risks involved.

Ruth has observed that ‘governance done blandly is just another form of
corporate compliance, governance done well can remake the arts organisation so
that it is innovative, distinctive and different.’ This book will make governance
better understood and hopefully better practiced, and all of us who cherish and
enjoy the arts will benefit.

Rupert Myer AM
Chair

Australia Council for the Arts
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Prologue

The times they are a changin’
(Bob Dylan 1964)

This book is about people on nonprofit arts boards who share a particular
passionate experience. Drawing on observations from the field, I argue that
harnessing passion requires competencies and behavioural characteristics for
board members to ensure they meet the strategic and performance needs of
the board and the organisation. The view taken is from inside the boardroom.
Hence, it is also about the board itself, how it functions and how it is led in
the context of constant change; Bob Dylan’s famous song is as relevant today
as it was when it was penned back in the 1960s, in speaking of the changin’ times.
The book is written for the people it is about. These people are contributors and
witnesses, documenting their times as narrators. Many arts board members
are prominent people in business, government or the arts; they can be difficult
to access and hard to encourage to open up to a researcher. Some arts board
members are seeking to improve their careers in arts management, of which
arts governance is an integral part. Others are socially minded individuals such
as philanthropists who wish to give back to the community. The book is about
these people, their passion, and their performance in a volunteer role that
leads to strategies, structure, culture, leadership, change and conformance
undertaken through their paid staff. The principles are relevant to different
types of arts organisations and their boards, including: peak bodies; regional,
state or national arts organisations; international organisations with boards;
and associated organisations that present events, manage venues or facilities or
deliver services through networks to arts participants and their audiences.

The book has been constructed from the narratives with which I was pro-
vided. I see it as a scholarly discipline as well as a novelist’s art, where I am
both in control of the plot while also letting it tell me what is happening in
the story. I have spent much of my professional life on boards of one kind or
another, mostly nonprofit or voluntary in focus. The book has been written
from that perspective: of someone engaged with the arts, as arts board
member, teacher, researcher and mentor. My journey towards the creation of
this book began when I had completed studies on arts leaders and creativity,



followed by numerous studies on arts boards, arts board members and govern-
ance. These studies had been conducted for government agencies and enabled
me to develop additional knowledge that would assist me as a board member.
I asked myself what the experiences were like for men and women on arts
boards. I also asked why arts boards achieved a balance between men and
women on the board, embracing people from different backgrounds – something
that business and some nonprofit boards in other sectors had failed to do. I also
asked myself what learnings could be gleaned from studying arts board
members that would help them, as well as people in other domains. The vexed
questions about change and challenge in stringent times arose as a result of the
first two questions. From these simple avenues of enquiry, I have undertaken
several studies on arts boards, arts board members and governance, the
results of which culminate in this book.

The amorphous term ‘governance’ can encompass society, organisations,
boards or individuals, and is used in distinct and different ways to include all
these forms. The term was formerly descriptive in nature – even though
used distinctively by different authors or in a billowing sense of being all-
encompassing – with little differentiation between governance and management
evident in the early days. Now it is quite different. Government enquiries have
been set up to investigate governance. Universities teach governance. While there
is still no single way of understanding governance, we have become conscious of
its ubiquitousness. Engagement in cultural activities, through board governance,
provides another lens on the investigation.

So, while this book is based on conventional research – conducted over five
years and including interviews with board members and stakeholders, a survey,
case studies, board workshops and board meeting participation, observation
and document analysis – it is underpinned by personal experience. The book
is structured around the concepts of board people, passion and performance,
what that means for high performing boards and for sound governance.
Notes identify matters from the survey that provide supporting points of view to
interview or historical data. I also use my knowledge of board member interests
and activities through my advisory work with nonprofit arts organisations in
and around Australia and beyond to enrich the story.

This book has been written for a range of people. It is for people who are
working in arts organisations, on arts boards, aspiring to join an arts board,
or developing policy for arts boards. Such people include those working in
government, nonprofit arts organisations, local government, other levels of
government and those studying to develop their careers in arts management. It is
for people studying in arts management, of which arts governance is a vital part.
It may even be of use to people on other types of boards – whether nonprofit or
corporate – as it provides valuable lessons for boards as far as diversity is
concerned.

The book reminds us that if we are going to analyse governance in a
way that will resonate with readers, we must engage with its components rather
than treat it as a lofty abstraction. It makes its argument through an historical
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understanding of governance in the arts, embedded in contextual insights,
whose evolution in meaning concludes in contemporary times.

Types of arts organisations

The men and women interviewed for the book serve on arts boards of varying
types: elite boards; small to medium boards; peak body boards; statutory
authorities; and national and international boards. No attempt was made to
select a random sample; however, the web scan showed that the data provided
from the interviews was representative of Australian arts boards. People served
on boards in the performing arts, galleries and museums, peak bodies, venues,
festivals, film, and publishing. Board members are in their middle years on
average, as would be expected. The men and women interviewed served on arts
boards, such as at Opera Australia, the Art Gallery of New South Wales, Arts
Access, Virginia Symphony, Virginia Opera, International Chamber Music
Competition, International Trumpet Guild, Big West Festival, Art Gallery of
Ballarat, Geelong Performing Arts Centre Trust and Metropolitan Opera. These
men and women work in arts organisations which are becoming increasingly
enterprising, of necessity. Funding models are changing; governments are
more and more constrained in what they can provide to arts organisations,
leaving gaps that must be filled through entrepreneurial activity.

Types of board members

I spoke to people who served on 60 arts boards, in metropolitan and regional
Australian cities and internationally. Against this background, I was provided
with an opportunity to hold rich conversations with 85 men and women on
arts boards and their stakeholders. Many of the interviewees have followed
the transition of arts boards from amateur to professional status over many
years. The collective experience of these people and the historical and con-
temporary approaches to governance provide a unique opportunity to study
the topic in a way that has not previously been undertaken. By comparing
shared meanings and change over time, I explore how individual board
members behave in a particular context. I show how meaning making is
influenced by the ways individuals describe themselves as board members, as
well as being influenced by the changing social context within which they are
embedded. Collectively, interviewees provide a ‘historical horizon’ (Gadamer
1982) on which to make judgements and interpretations about arts govern-
ance. I recognise that one small part connects to a much larger whole of
experience, in the literature and in research. The book then, is a reflective
piece that allows others to rethink their experiences with governance, and to
ponder new meanings and complexities.

Arts board members were appointed by government ministers, elected by
members of the arts organisation, found after a search, or, in some cases,
tapped on the shoulder. Stakeholder interviews took place with influential
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men and women who had served in government, business, philanthropic
organisations, as sponsors and in the arts in a variety of other capacities.

The story told is grounded in these interviews, as well as web searches,
document analysis, a survey, board meeting participation and observation,
case studies, content analysis and board workshops. The result may seem to be
unruly rather than the tidy approach of statistics, but it is an interpretive study
providing insights and deep analysis, with an eye on the global literature of
governance studies, including biographies and autobiographies that clarify the
changes that have occurred in arts governance over time. The emphasis is not
so much on individual arts organisations or their boards, but rather on
themes and patterns that emerge from the data collected from individual
board members and their stakeholders.

Writing this book

By listening to the individual voices of men and women on arts boards, my
approach is inductive, interpretive and descriptive. These voices are present
throughout the book, in quotations as well as interpretations. The words of
the board members are an important part of the story as it is told from their
point of view, from inside the board room. However, the story is underpinned
by an historical analysis, a survey (Rentschler and Radbourne 2008), web scan,
board observations and workshops, and case studies, which enabled me to
ascertain that the purposive sample used for the interviews was representative of
boards in the cultural context. Relevant results from the earlier survey are
provided in the notes. Collectively, this data showed that arts boards: are
functioning well, but express uncertainty as to their role and accountability;
are hindered by scarce resources; demonstrate a high level of commitment to
their positions but need to be more strategic; and need to work with their
CEOs as change agents. The data further revealed that there are also similar
numbers of men and women on arts boards and that there is 25 per cent
ethnic diversity on arts boards in Australia, making these boards somewhat
different from other boards.

Overall, the project took five years. The survey was conducted first, then case
studies, followed by the web search, interviews, board observations and board
workshops. Interviews took place throughout 2011, 2012, 2013 and into 2014.

What’s in the book

This book comprises five parts and eight chapters. Part I focuses on the his-
torical changes in arts governance. Chapter 1 sets the scene of the changing
processes and the dynamic environment in which arts governance takes place.
Chapters 2 and 3 discuss the roots of governance from historical and theoretical
perspectives. Part II is about the men and women on arts boards, who they
are, where they come from and what they do. Chapter 4 profiles these people.
Chapter 5 focuses on board leadership. Part III investigates governance by
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