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Introduction

2020 was an unforgettable year. Arts and cultural organisations were thrown  
into a state of continuing uncertainty and transition, accelerated by the COVID-19 
pandemic. Many of 2020’s experiences and hardships have carried forward into 
2021, and the lessons and insights gleaned will have relevance to future years, 
disruptions and crises.

COVID-19 restrictions were devastating for 
Australia’s $112 billion arts sector, which relied 
on people coming together, often indoors and 
in close proximity. The live performance industry 
– an industry which was attended by more than 
26 million Australians and generated more than 
$2 billion per annum in ticket revenue – was 
particularly hard hit.1

With all public gatherings shut down, many arts 
organisations were forced to re-imagine their work, 
and quickly, to survive.

The disruption was not unique to the arts and 
cultural sector. Businesses across Australia also 
faced unprecedented challenges, and were 
launched into real-time questioning of their  
models, practices, processes and partnerships.

Across sectors, leaders and their teams were 
asking: what does the future look like? How can  
we mitigate our risk to ensure sustainability?  
How can we salvage some good from this  
mass disruption and find new opportunities?

Arts and business partnership practitioners were 
burdened with other critical questions: what is the 
value we offer to our partners and society, now? 
How can we demonstrate our value to our partners 
in a context of crisis and beyond? How do we tell 
this story?

In the midst of the disruption, Creative Partnerships 
Australia and Arts Centre Melbourne worked with 
Spark Strategy to conduct a pulse check of arts 
and business stakeholders to gain insights into the 
shifts occurring and their impact on partnerships.

1  Understanding the Impact of COVID-19 on our Cultural and 
Creative Industries, 16 March 2020

Image: Eel Trap by Boon Wurrung artist, Mitch Mahoney and Mutti Mutti and  
Boon Wurrung/ Wemba Wemba artist Maree Clarke at Footscray Community Arts Centre 
for DISPOSABLE exhibition, Science Gallery Melbourne. Photo: Nicole Cleary
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Insights

Spark Strategy’s research has revealed 
three key shifts in arts-business 
partnerships that have been  
accelerated as a result of COVID-19:
• declining financial support
•  demand for multi-layered 

partnerships that deliver cultural  
and social value

•  value of creative capital, including 
creative skills and services

These insights were identified through a 
consultation process with 115 arts and business 
stakeholders in the period September to  
December 2020. Research participants were 
selected from Arts Centre Melbourne and  
Creative Partnerships Australia’s existing  
networks and engaged through an online survey, 
focus groups and one-on-one interviews.

Arts sector participants were partnership 
professionals from all states and territories, 
representing a mix of small, medium and large 
organisations. A total of 69 arts and culture  
sector respondents completed the online survey 

about their experience of the pandemic, as well  
as their expectations and ideas for the future. 
Survey findings were supported by discussions  
with 17 participants across two focus groups,  
and one-on-one interviews with 13 participants.

Business participants were partnership 
professionals from a range of industries, 
representing a mix of state-based, national and 
multinational companies. The businesses were 
either current or previous supporters of the arts.  
A total of 17 respondents were interviewed to 
explore the impact of the pandemic and how  
their partnership priorities had evolved as a result 2.

2  Business sector participants did not complete the online survey and participated in interviews only.

3  Public-Private Partnerships: Meeting in the Middle, United Nations Foundation and World Economic Forum

Defining ‘Partnerships’

This insights work adopted the definition of 
partnerships developed by the United Nations 
Foundation and World Economic Forum3:

“True partnerships are about shared agendas, 
as well as combined resources, risks, and 
rewards. They are voluntary collaborations 
that build on the respective strengths and 
core competencies of each partner, optimise 
the allocation of resources, and achieve 
mutually beneficial results over a sustained 
period. They imply linkages that increase 
resources, scale, and impact.”

Interviewing 13 arts industry representatives  
and speaking to 18 stakeholders across  
two focus groups

Arts industry engagement

Reaching 69 partnerships practitioners  
from across the arts industry

Online survey

Analysing existing research to understand  
build on existing ideas and evidence

Literature review

Speaking to 12 representatives from the  
business sector through 1:1 interviews

Partner engagement
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Insight 1. Financial Support

Arts and business respondents both experienced a marked drop in revenue  
as a result of COVID-19 and were typically uncertain about their future revenues.

Of those arts organisations surveyed, 69 per cent 
reported major disruptions to their products and 
services, and 73 per cent reported significantly 
changing their ways of working, including their 
culture, team structure, technology and systems. 
Arts organisations were focussed on reducing 
operating costs and creating more resilient 
income streams, including through re-designing 
live experiences for different venues and smaller 
audiences, and reaching audiences through  
digital channels and platforms.

“COVID-19 has increased the risk, therefore 
the cost and workload, therefore we need to 
concentrate on increasing revenue to survive  
at a time when our income is halted.”
– Arts sector respondent

In response to the financial hardship, some arts 
organisations responded by broadening their 
partnership portfolios to include short-term,  
lower value relationships. The willingness to  
forfeit existing tiers of partnership to enable  
new partner acquisition was a contentious topic 
in the focus groups. Some warned against  
giving away too much, noting the difficulty of 
renegotiating at a later time.

Despite the need for increased and more  
secure revenue streams, and the ability of  
arts organisations to adapt to changing 
circumstances, Table 1 demonstrates that  
70 per cent of arts respondents still reported a 
decline in financial support from their business 
partners. The resources which business had 
previously dedicated to those relationships  
were diverted to respond to their own  
immediate risks and shifting priorities.

TABLE 1: responses from arts organisations 
regarding business partnership benefits that 
decreased in the wake of COVID-19

% 20 40 60 80 10010

Financial support
In-kind support
Brand awareness
Reaching new audiences
Building our networks
Building our reputation
Supporting our social impact
Delivering on our strategy

30 50 70 90
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With fewer resources available, business was 
reconsidering who they worked with and what value 
they exchanged with their partners. Agreements 
were renegotiated to reduce or withdraw financial 
support, or to change the type of support provided, 
and business respondents confirmed this trend 
would likely continue into the future.

Business respondents reported they were looking 
for new types of value and more innovative ways of 
partnering. Table 2 confirms this shift is occurring, 
with more than one-third of arts respondents 
reporting increases in non-financial support for 
activities such as reputation building and increasing 
social impact.

Arts respondents were similarly interested in the 
potential to move away from more transactional 
partnerships. However, financial support from 
business partners will need to remain part of the 
picture, with 82 per cent of arts organisations 
confirming it is a priority in their relationships.

TABLE 2: responses from arts organisations 
regarding business partnership benefits that 
increased in the wake of COVID-19

% 20 40 6010

Financial support
In-kind support
Building our brand
Reaching new audiences
Building our networks
Building our reputation
Supporting our social impact
Delivering on our strategy

30 50

Image: Science Gallery Melbourne,  
Corner of Grattan and Swanston Street.  
Photo: Peter Casamento
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Insight 2. Cultural and Social Value

During one-on-one interviews, business respondents consistently raised  
their interest in partnerships that are multi-layered and deliver outcomes  
which positively impact society.

As well as highlighting the role of arts partnership 
in driving business value – such as strengthening 
relationships with existing (and especially key) 
customers, increasing brand awareness and 
reaching new potential customers, meaningfully 
engaging employees, and bolstering brand 
characteristics such as creativity – business 
interviewees talked about the importance of social 
responsibility and giving back to the community. 
This evolution in arts-business partnership models 
that deliver cultural and social value was already 
developing and has now been accelerated as a 
result of COVID-19.

Described as ‘sticky’ partnerships, business 
respondents said these more complex relationships 
were more likely to last through tougher times. 
Simple sponsorship arrangements are relatively 
easy to exit, but disentangling from partnerships 
with various touch points – for example, those with 
secondments, research studies, co-branding and 
joint engagement strategies – is much more difficult.

“We have been unable to deliver a number  
of traditional benefits during this period so have 
been forced to think laterally and be innovative  
in our approach to profiling and activating our 
partnerships.”
– Arts sector respondent

Arts organisations are fully aware that their work 
delivers cultural and social value, and more than 
40 per cent surveyed said that they generate social 
impact for their business partners. This push from 
stakeholder to shareholder capitalism is evident in 
the growth of the B Corp movement (a certification 
scheme based on how businesses impact the 
environment, community and their team) through to 
BlackRock CEO Larry Fink’s recent annual letters to 
CEOs, which have focussed on climate change and 
inequality. As a multinational investment management 
firm, BlackRock manages over US$9 trillion in 
assets globally, which is a key contributing factor to 
Larry Fink’s influence in the private sector. Table 2 
demonstrates that business also understands this 
value and is responding by supporting their partners  
to increase their social impact.

“The need for shared experience, empathy  
and examination of the human experience  
has never been more acute.” 
– Business respondent

“We can now demonstrate our role  
in community cohesion, storytelling,  
and bringing people together.” 
– Business respondent

Image: Artist Michael Pinksy speaking at the Hugh Williamson Lecture as part of the  
Science Gallery Melbourne Exhibition, DISPOSABLE 2019. Photo: Nicole Cleary
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This is an area that could be further explored, 
especially as customers and employees are 
increasingly seeking products, services and jobs 
from more purposeful businesses. The capacity  
for arts organisations to create cultural and social 
value for their business partners could be amplified 
by extending their digital capability and reach.

“Digital channels have given us greater flexibility, 
a broader program offering, access to a larger 
audience, improved efficiency, and an alternative 
way to run our core business. It forces us to  
think beyond the traditional arts models.” 
– Arts sector respondent

The increased focus for arts organisations on 
digital content and channels provides a new value 
proposition for business and new opportunities 
for collaboration. Business could support arts 
partners to build their digital capability and skills, 
which would enable them to make new work, reach 
new audiences and create new revenue streams. 
Business respondents confirmed it was not a 
significant ‘ask’ to provide this kind of support or 
connections with stakeholders to access products, 
services or skills, if the purpose was clear.

“We worked with intermediaries from across 
the social enterprise sector to provide a range 
of pro-bono advisory support for our charitable 
partners.”
– Business respondent

Image: Pollution Pods by artist Michael Pinsky at Treasury Gardens, White Night 2019 
for DISPOSABLE exhibition, Science Gallery Melbourne. Photo: Nicole Cleary
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In November 2020, The Australian Ballet and 
Chanel announced a three-year partnership to 
enable the creation of a digital archive to protect 
and preserve its remarkable history. As the Ballet’s 
‘Living Heritage Partner’, Chanel is supporting the 
creation of a digital asset management system for 
the Ballet’s past, current and future audio-visual 
history. This project strongly aligns with the shared 
objectives of supporting excellence in the arts and 
delivering cultural value. 

Chanel has historically focussed its partnership 
activities with ballet companies in and around 
Europe, which made this relationship a notable 
achievement. By ensuring the Ballet’s long and rich 
history is preserved for future generations, Chanel 
enacted its authentic and meaningful connection 
with the ballet artform – an affinity emblematic of the 
brand’s commitment to art, culture and creativity.

The House of Chanel ×  
The Australian Ballet

Case Study 1

Image: Swan Lake, 1987, The Australian Ballet. 
Photo: Christine Walsh and Artists of The Australian Ballet

The House of Chanel is a brand long associated with dance – beginning in the 
early twentieth century with Gabrielle Chanel’s friendship with Serge Diaghilev  
and patronage of his company Ballets Russes. A passion for the performing arts 
also inspired Chanel’s successor, Karl Lagerfeld, who carried on the founder’s 
tradition of ballet costume design until his death in 2019.
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Insight 3. Creative Capital

Over the last 18 months, changes and challenges have come thick and fast.  
The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in significant and ongoing disruption and 
uncertainty; effective responses have been characterised by resilience, collaboration 
and the generation of new ideas. The health, social, economic and environmental 
changes and challenges catalysed by the COVID-19 pandemic sit side-by-side  
with other notable shifts, including significant competition for customers and 
employees in many industries, as well as rapid technological developments. 

“It would be irresponsible for us not to adapt  
to the changes we are facing…we don’t need  
to force the old ways of working.”
– Business respondent

Business respondents recognised the inherent 
creativity of the arts and understood the potential 
value in collaborating with arts partners to help  
solve business challenges. Overwhelmingly, 
respondents said they were seeking innovation  
and creative capital – which arts organisations  
have in abundance.

Creative capability remains largely untapped in 
many arts and business partnerships. Calling on 
this creativity to help solve business challenges 
for partners unearths a significant opportunity to 
move beyond traditional sponsorship models. From 
design thinking to creative processes, innovating 
products and services to enhancing workplace 
culture, the creative value arts organisations can 
bring to partnerships are significant.

“Business understands that the arts can provide 
more around innovation and building culture.”
– Business respondent

Business respondents said they expected their 
arts partners to provide a clear value proposition 
that went beyond financial return to be shared 
with stakeholders. Some expressed concern that 
arts partners focussed too heavily on their artistic 
product and experiences, rather than exploring  
the potential value of their creativity. This state of 
play is confirmed in Table 3, which demonstrates 
arts organisations predominantly still provide 
stakeholder engagement, brand awareness and 
audience reach to their partners.

However, the aspirational shift towards designing 
partnerships that value creative skills and services 
requires business leadership. Finding new value in 
creative skills and services is only achievable in a 
partnership where genuine collaboration and co-
design is a reality. A critical first step is for business 
to clearly identify and articulate its challenges before 
arts partners can begin to offer creative solutions.

TABLE 3: responses from arts organisations 
regarding value and benefits currently provided  
to their business partners

% 20 40 60 80 10010

Stakeholder engagement
Brand awareness
Reaching new audiences
Social impact
Corporate hospitality
Content and storytelling
Networking opportunities

30 50 70 90
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Prior to the pandemic, partnership benefits  
for KWM centred around branding recognition, 
stakeholder tickets for Bell Shakespeare 
shows and client hosting and entertainment 
opportunities. However from March 2020, 
KWM’s staff training, client events and 
stakeholder engagement changed to a 
completely virtual model, and both parties 
needed to think outside of traditional  
partner solutions and design benefits which 
responded to the unique needs of the time.

Both organisations adapted quickly to the 
new normal, and collaborated on a number 
of opportunities which would benefit the 
partnership. For example, KWM identified 
an immediate need to upskill staff in virtual 
presentation skills. Through shared collaboration 
and creativity, Bell Shakespeare and KWM 

Case Study 2

Image: ACM x MINI Australia Partnership, Arts Centre Melbourne 
Photo: Mark Gambino

King & Wood 
Mallesons ×  
Bell Shakespeare

King & Wood Mallesons’ (KWM) 
partnership with Bell Shakespeare  
began before COVID-19 hit Australia, 
but changes brought on by the 
pandemic forced the global law firm 
and the national theatre company to 
reassess their partnership deliverables.

worked closely to design meaningful education 
experiences with artists and actors. The success 
of these initiatives saw more collaborations take 
place, including co-scripted pitching exercises for 
tendering processes, and a client session attended 
by 1700 people where the theme was “The power 
of persuasion through a Shakespeare lens”.

KWM expressed that there were some traditional 
partner benefits that they didn’t miss, and that 
these new offerings – born out of necessity – had 
far more value for them and their clients. As such, 
these offerings would likely become a mainstay 
of additional partnerships with arts organisations 
moving into the future. In similar success, Bell 
Shakespeare gained exposure to new audiences 
via vast online reach to lawyers who value the 
beauty of language, as much as Shakespeare.  
The focus on bespoke solutions and creating 
authentic experiences are at the heart of Bell 
Shakespeare’s approach to partnerships, and 
it was a valuable endeavour to put these into 
practice within the virtual world. The success of the 
partnership between Bell Shakespeare & KWM is 
testament to the use of creativity and lateral thinking 
to surprise and delight stakeholders, as well as 
flexibly respond to the needs of each company.
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Conclusion

Arts-business partnerships are in a state of flux, accelerated by the impact of 
COVID-19. A decline in financial support invested by business in their partnerships 
with arts organisations has revealed a threat to future arts sector revenues.

Despite the pandemic, business continues to 
be interested in engaging with arts partners 
through longer-term arrangements where trust 
is established, values are aligned and there are 
clear mutual benefits. While there is still a place 
for more transactional and traditional sponsorship 
approaches, business is increasingly interested in 
multi-layered partnerships that leverage cultural  
and social value.

Arts organisations are already aware of the cultural 
and social value they provide, and COVID-19 has 
now enabled many to begin expanding their digital 
reach. As the possibilities for digital engagement 
continue to expand, so too will the value that 
the digital world can bring to arts-business 
partnerships.

There is also growing interest from business in 
the potential value arts organisations can provide 
through their creative skills and services. This kind 
of value exchange will require business to clearly 
articulate its needs and work with arts partners to 
find solutions beyond the status quo.

Adopting these approaches will help to create arts-
business partnerships that thrive through genuine 
collaboration and co-creation, and are more likely  
to survive future shocks.

Image: Biometric Mirror by artist Lucy McRae with collaborators Dr Niels Wouters and 
Nick Smith, (research scientists at The Microsoft Research Centre for Social Natural 
User Interfaces (SocialNUI) at The University of Melbourne) for PERFECTION exhibition 
at Science Gallery Melbourne. Photo: Jesse Marlow
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