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1. Background 

 

1.1 The Overall Program 

 
This report was a contribution to the study Australia’s Comparative Advantage taking place under the wider 
Securing Australia’s Future program, both led by ACOLA and reporting to the Prime Minister’s Science, 
Engineering and Innovation Council (PMSEIC) 
 
Australia’s Comparative Advantage (ACA) aims to assess Australian strengths and weaknesses in the 
context of external threats and opportunities (both Australian and global) in order to identify Australia’s 
current position, as well as its present and future comparative advantages, relative to a comparable cohort of 
countries. Identification of these strengths incorporates political, economic, socio-cultural, technological, 
and organizational (PESTO) dimensions, and its forward-looking nature (it considers a long time horizon of 
5-7 decades) creates the possibility of some long-sighted contribution to helping condition Australia’s future 
well-being. 
 
 
1.2 Why Cultural Economy? 
 

This report was conducted under the cross-sectoral theme: Society, culture and creativity – including cities, regions 
and immigration. This includes a very broad range of factors, some of which might appear as having somewhat 
marginal relevance to Australia’s comparative advantage. Considerations of national comparative advantage often 
focus on a limited number of high performing industries, particularly in internationally traded goods and services. The 
paradigm case for Australia would be mining. Such industries are certainly important to the success of nations, 
particularly open trading nations such as Australia. Without a healthy balance of payments, the economy will falter, 
with cascading implications from problems of unemployment to a declining revenue base to support health, education 
and other government services. 

 

At the same time the economy does not operate in a vacuum. Economic possibilities are informed by the complexion 
of a society – its cohesion, levels of trust, cultural diversity, capacity for creativity, urban life and distinctive patterns 
of settlement. These factors have their own independent springs: while they may be moulded by the economy, they 
also in turn constrain or enable the kinds of industries that are possible and the strength or weakness of those 
industries relative to other societies. That is, economies are ‘embedded’. It is thus questionable whether the ‘success’ 
of a society should be judged entirely on the strength of its economy, however important the latter may be. In this 
context, social and cultural factors might be considered as indicators in their own right of the ‘advantage’ that nations 
might be striving for. Many value Australia not just for the economic opportunities that it offers, but also for qualities 
such as its democratic institutions, cooperative ethos and cultural diversity. 

 

The challenge in registering society, culture and creativity in a report such as this is that they are huge areas that are 
almost impossible to contain. Indeed, as we shall discuss in the next section, ‘culture’ as a potential policy object has 
expanded in ways that present real challenges to governments.  

 

Various notion of ‘culture’ have been used in public policy since the early 19th century, many of which remain with us 
– popular education, public cultural facilities such as libraries and concert halls, parks and sport grounds and so on1. 
Public broadcasting was in many respects a continuation of this. Cultural policy has never just been about ‘the arts’ 
but about creating citizens. However, the sheer proliferation of cultural consumption and participation in 
contemporary society and economies has provoked a crisis as to what kind of culture should states support – if at all – 
and, given the increased role of the commercial sector, how they should do this. In addition, cultural policy’s close 

																																																													
1 Tony Bennett (2013) Making Culture, Changing Society. London: Routledge 



association with state finance, regulation and institutions of governance has positioned it at the epicentre of debates 
around small state/ free market which have dominated politics in recent decades.  

 

The route taken in this report is to focus the discussion on what we call the ‘cultural economy’. The value of this focus 
is that cultural economy hinges two ways. On the one hand, it is a demonstrable area of economic activity, one which 
is not inconsiderable and where Australia has shown some international success. It is in this sense, an arena in which 
we can translate ‘comparative advantage’ to economic competitiveness, placing it on a similar plane to other industrial 
sectors.  On the other hand, the cultural economy is also fundamentally cultural: it brings our attention to values that 
are distinct from the economy and on which the economy relies. There can be no cultural economy without cultural 
value. Which means that even in pursuit of economic objectives their needs to be cultural means and goals in play. 

 

Our focus on the cultural economy, whilst it might appear to lose some of the cross-sectoral breadth that the theme 
Society, Culture and Creativity is intended to address, provides us a lens onto these more general questions. As we 
point out below (section 3), culture is not a sector in quite the same way as other sectors. It is helpful to see it more as 
an ‘ecosystem’, with complex linkages between its various parts and with other areas of the economy and social life. 
A key part of the report (section 5) considers a range of ‘spillovers’ between culture and these other areas. In later 
sections on cities, regions and suburbs and on cultural diversity, we discuss these themes in general as well as, more 
specifically, in relation to cultural industries. 

 
We have chosen the term ‘cultural economy’ over ‘the creative economy’. As we elaborate below we think 
the latter is an inadequate descriptor, it reduces cultural value to economic value, and indeed defines this 
economic value rather narrowly around ‘innovation effects’. In addition cultural economy has an 
international currency, providing a strong base for comparison. Of particular value here is the lead provided 
by UNESCO, which has attempted a comprehensive taxonomy of the sector as a means of international 
comparison and benchmarking. 
 
This focus on cultural economy has two aspects.  
 
First is the direct economic aspect of cultural activities: what employment and income do they generate in 
themselves, and what value to they provide for other economic sectors; what kind of dynamics and 
structures characterise this sector, and how might policy need to adapt and respond; how do they contribute 
to Australia’s medium and long-term economic future, and how does this sector fare against international 
benchmarks? 
 
Second, what are the multiple connections between the cultural sector and the rest of Australian society and 
what contribution does this cultural sector make to Australia’s long-term well-being. This contribution might 
be in the form of a general economic ‘comparative advantage’ – say, enhancing Australia’s brand as a safe, 
welcoming, open, entrepreneurial destination for skilled migration and investment. Or it might be an end in 
itself – as a contribution to our quality of life, sense of identity and core democratic values.  
 
We then have to ask what implications these whole of society benefits have for the way we approach and 
manage the cultural sector. Simply put, rather than seeing the sector purely in terms of growth, we must also 
ask what kind of growth.  
 
For example, if we value an open, democratic society, we will be concerned not just with the economic size 
of the media sector but with concentration and monopoly, quality of product for citizens and communities, 
and addressing the kind of business-model collapse that is currently making the future of investigative 
journalism extremely uncertain. Or if we value a diverse and equitable society we might be concerned with 
concentration of cultural sector employment in the large metropolitan centres, or the over-representation of 
white, male middle class employees within these cultural sectors.  
 



That is, the way in which the cultural economy is organised – and there are some real choices to be made 
here - has direct implications for the various political, economic, socio-cultural, technological, and 
organizational (PESTO) dimensions of Australian society.  
 
1.3 Cities, Regions and Immigration  
 
This cross cutting theme explicitly identifies cities, regions and immigration as key dimensions to be 
addressed. These dimensions intersect very centrally with cultural economy, so the focus of the report is an 
appropriate vehicle for bringing them fully into view.  
 
The relationship between cities and the cultural economy has been central to academic and policy 
discussions in this field. The cultural economy in the form of heritage monuments, arts infrastructure and 
cultural industries has been massively over-represented in cities. For many experts a cultural economy 
strategy is an urban strategy. Internationally this has raised issues of equity and access between shiny CBDs 
and under-resourced suburbs; dysfunctional property price hikes driving creatives out of the areas they 
helped improve; and questions of urban cultural citizenship as many individuals and groups feel excluded 
from full participation in the cultural offer of the city.  
 
Cities have always been centres of immigration, both domestically (the great migration from country to city) 
and internationally. Cities’ historic role as economic, political and cultural drivers of change has been 
inextricably linked to immigration and the cultural diversity and the cross-fertilization this introduces. Urban 
cultures have always been hybrid cultures, and the great centres of artistic innovation have been cities under-
going rapid socio-cultural conflict and change. This was quintessentially so in the great American cities, 
which combined inter-cultural, commercial, and technological innovation to produce the mass cultural 
industry systems we have today.  
 
In this report we focus on how issues around the urban cultural economy system relate to issues of 
immigration and cultural diversity. Australian cities are some of the most culturally diverse on the planet; 
how is this reflected in their cultural economies? And how does the structure of the cultural economy meet 
the needs and mobilise the potential of its new culturally diverse citizens? 
 
Many of the challenges are faced by cities across the globe, and perhaps Australia, as a young country built 
on migration, has some advantages here. However, in terms of its sheer size, Australia does face some 
unique challenges. Dispersed population centres pose challenges to the density and intensity of interaction 
common to many cultural industries, and often makes access to the older arts and cultural infrastructure 
problematic if not impossible. The era of digital communication technologies hold out new possibilities for 
rural and small town communities, but this is not just a question of ‘NBN roll-out’ but would require some 
high level policy decisions if the problem is to be addressed in full. 
 
1.4 A Multidisciplinary Approach   
 
Though there are many precedents for this kind of approach in different disciplines, in the last decade or so 
the focus has been overwhelmingly on determining the economic contribution of the sector, in terms of 
employment and value-added, and as a catalyst to innovation. This ‘creative industries’ approach has been 
extremely influential in Australia, the UK, Northern Europe and within the EU and international 
development organisations. It has been spectacularly visible in East Asia, where many governments have 
seen this as both a source of new economic growth and as a catalyst for a wider shift from low-value 
manufacturing to high value, IP-intensive industries. These approaches have drawn heavily on standard 
economic analysis, though sometimes modified to fit the specifics of the sector. This will be a major concern 
of the report. 
 
The broader cultural economy approach we adopt here draws from a range of disciplines.  
 
Media and Communication studies were amongst the first to identify the economic dynamics of the cultural 
sector (especially media) and directly contributed to the first agendas around the cultural industries. Their 



identification of structural tendencies to monopoly and concentration, the impact of ownership on content, 
the crucial role of policy in regulating and directing markets etc. was termed ‘political economy’.  
 
Others in Media and Communications have studied the implications of public and private broadcasting for 
democracy and social and political value, or on the good or bad impact of computer games, advertising, and 
other cultural products or consumption habits. How the industries have been structured, regulated and 
directed are crucial contributors to their ‘effects’.  
 
Cultural Studies has long been concerned with the ways in which ‘mass cultural’ products intersect with 
everyday life, and the implications for identity and representation, usually for more marginal groups such as 
the working class, ethnic minorities, youth, woman, gays and lesbian etc.  
 
Anthropology has been very influential in developing countries. In the 1970s the ‘culture and development’ 
agenda asserted the role of culture both as a crucial context for the success of any developmental program, 
and also as desirable for itself. Culture is a means and an end of development. These have joined with 
philosophers and developmental economists to identify broader notions of development than simply GDP. 
The UNDP Human Development Index is one such. Recent ‘capability approaches’ have also argued that 
the means to access and exercise cultural expression (‘senses, imagination, and thought’) are essential 
markers of any decent human society2. 
 
(We should note however than in recent years the economic value of the cultural or creative sector has 
moved out of the economically advanced countries into developing countries. Presented as ‘drivers of 
growth and innovation’ they have been promoted by international agencies, reproducing many of the debates 
we highlight below). 
 
As seen in the influence of Amartya Sen, economists have not been absent. Cultural economics has emerged 
mostly out of the arts sector, as a way of introducing appropriate analytical tools to arts and cultural in a way 
that recognizes the supra-economic values involved in the sector.  
 
Finally the cultural policy sector – consultants and policy makers – have developed all sorts of 
methodologies to justify public sector subsidy or investment in arts and culture. They have drawn heavily on 
cultural and creative industry arguments for economic benefits, but have also looked to impacts in the area 
of urban regeneration, social cohesion and what is often called ‘intrinsic value’ (or dismissively as ‘art for 
art’s sake’). It has to be said that much of this argumentation is rather incoherent and has contributed to a 
general ‘crisis of value’ in the cultural sector. 
 
 
  

																																																													
2 Cf. Amartya Sen (1999) Development as Freedom. New York: Knopf; Martha Nussbaum, (2011) Creative Capabilities. The 
Human Development Approach. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press 



2. Situating Society, Culture and Economics 
 

As suggested above, the contribution of the cultural economy to Australia’s Comparative Advantage cannot be 
restricted to its economic dimensions alone, significant as these may be. This for two sets of reasons. The first concern 
how we value the sector ‘externally’, as bringing a wider social good; the second concern how we understand the 
values at play ‘internal’ to the sector itself. 

 

2.1 Cultural Economy’s contribution to society 

 

First, the ACA project takes a holistic line regarding Australia’s well-being, including indicators such as social 
cohesion, sustainability and realisation of individual potential as well as economic prosperity. ‘Culture’, in the form of 
arts and literature and a broad range of intellectual pursuits, has long been seen as an important measure of a 
‘civilised’ society. Often associated with educated elites, an expanded version of this has been used by theorists of 
development as indicators of a flourishing society, where access to education, a level of material satisfaction, and 
freedom from political and cultural constraint provides a basic right to individual and cultural self-expression. Even in 
more recent accounts of culture’s economic contribution, this has been predicated on a widespread search for 
experiences, meaning and identity.  

 

Second, culture is seen as a specific marker of Australian identity, in the sense of a liberal democracy able to engage 
in an open way with its citizens and the rest of the world. This broad notion of culture relies in part on an open public 
sphere with a dynamic, diverse media capable of circulating information, opinion and knowledge as well as art, 
entertainment, popular culture, significant events and so on in an equitable and cohesive manner.  

 

Third, more philosophically, the notion of culture has long been seen to be about ends not means. This is not ‘art for 
art’s sake’ but art and culture as having significant implications for our quality of life and the wider flourishing of 
society.  Culture, in one of its definitions, has been all that is, if not opposed to the economy, at least that which goes 
beyond it. As Patrick White said: ‘Culture is that which makes life worth living’.  

 

The recent (since the 1980s) recognition of the economic dimension of the ‘cultural sector’ has brought significant 
new considerations around culture as a means - as an economic instrument – and these demand careful consideration, 
not least in their policy implications. But ultimately culture needs to be seen as an end as well as a means. We need to 
ask what is the value for Australia, how does it contribute to this as a prosperous country economically, culturally and 
socially.  

 

2.2 Cultural value within the cultural economy. 

 

There are other reasons, which we might call internal to the system of cultural production, for not focusing on the 
economic aspects alone.  

 

First, the cultural economy – subsidized arts and culture, the big cultural industries, the galaxy of micro-businesses 
and freelancers straddling the public, private and voluntary sectors – is marked by a series of tensions, trade-offs and 
synergies between the cultural and the economic values it produces. These are not two distinct value systems. The 
economic value of a cultural product or service derives from its cultural value. Though one central imperative of a 
cultural business is to extract economic value from that product, it is rarely the only imperative - and sometimes not 
the main one.  



 

Second, these companies are in a complex relationship with a volatile and fragmented client or consumer market, 
where understanding the cultural dynamics of any product frequently involves building trust based on shared cultural 
values. They also work with or employ many creatives who share a commitment to product quality (its cultural value) 
not only its profitability. Many creative individuals, institutions and companies see quality (cultural value) as a route 
to some greater pay-off that may or may not be in the form of monetary reward.  

 

Third, the proliferation of small and micro-businesses in this sector involves a complex restructuring of the cultural 
industries around networks and projects rather than intra-firm competition, conducted within complex locally 
embedded ecosystems. There is a range of different economic and cultural values at play that cannot be captured by 
dividing them into subsidized/ culture versus creative/ commercial.  

 

That is, there are strong cultural values at play within the cultural economy – its firms, its networks and its milieus – 
which also need to be attended to by policy and which are linked to the wider ‘external’ culture of society and 
feedback into it.  

 

In short, the cultural/ creative economy has wider cultural and thus whole of society implications. The kind of culture 
we value will in complex ways feed into the cultural industries; and the kind of culture produced by the cultural 
industries has important implication for the kind of society we are or want to be.  

 

2.3 The Creative Industries and Creative Economy 

 

Since the UK government re-branded the cultural industries as ‘creative industries’ in 1998 the term became very 
popular. To many people cultural/ creative are interchangeable. Others divide cultural/ creative into public sector/ 
private sector, or digital and analogue, or pure and hybrid. These have caused a lot of confusion amongst policy 
makers and statisticians.  

 

The cultural sector, as we shall see, is notoriously difficult to specify as a distinct economic sector. The ‘creative 
industries’ approach compounded this by the addition of software and computing services, along with a wider set of 
‘ideas driven’ or IP intensive industries and occupations. Later still came the creative economy, where the focus was 
not on any particular industry but flows of creative input across the economy as a whole.  

 

In this report we use the term cultural economy, as we shall expand on below. Nevertheless, the ideas of creative 
industries and creative economy raise some very important issues. 

 

3. Measuring Size and Significance 
 

3.1 Statistics in the Cultural sector 

 

Statistics in the cultural sector have never just been about measuring ‘what’s out there’ but about bringing a sector into 
existence.  

 



Culture had never traditionally been seen as a ‘sector’ in the same way as manufacturing or construction, or indeed as 
anything other than a net expenditure on the arts and arts education. As cultural production and consumption expanded 
in the 1960s due to higher wealth, leisure and education, its commercial and non-state funded aspects grew way 
beyond the sphere of ‘the arts’. This led to a growing desire to identify and measure these activities, but it took some 
time to establish what was out there and how it might be measured.  

 

Unlike the car industry, for example, the economic activities that could be counted as ‘cultural’ were very disparate (a 
librarian, a fashion designer, a music teacher, a camera operator etc.) and scattered across the length and breadth of the 
four-digit industry and occupational codes3. This was more so when ‘related activities’ (legal and management 
services, printing books and packaging, cleaning the theatres, etc.) were included.  

 

In addition these counting exercises were used not just to determine size but also to establish the cultural sector as a 
distinct sector. That is, as a recognisable, coherent object of policy for government and one with a meaningful identity 
such that its members (or lead bodies) could be expected to represent its collective needs to government. This ‘sector 
building’ project was part of an energetic lobbying process by various arts, cultural and educational interests to 
establish the cultural or creative sector as one with significant economic weight and thus worthy of government 
attention and support.  

 

Establishing the size and outlines of the sector has been very much a political process. Headline figures showing 
culture is ‘big business’ - bigger than agriculture, or construction, or other sectors that seem to claim policy priority- 
could have a direct impact on cultural sector funding. A report claiming that the UK music industry was bigger than 
the steel industry helped convince New Labour that the cultural industries development was a policy worth pursuing. 
Under the subsequent ‘creative industries’ rubric funding for art and culture rapidly increased in the UK.  

 

The understandable desire to make the economic weight of the sector as big as possible had always to be balanced by 
the need to designate a coherent sector amenable to government policy and with which a broad range of actors and 
institutions could identify. Culture is a very broad concept. At its broadest it refers to a ‘whole way of life’, those 
meanings, practices and institutions that inform all aspects of society.  Though this points to the myriad ‘spillovers’ of 
the cultural sector, which we will discuss below (section 5), this is far too big to be manageable as a policy object. On 
the other hand, focusing on the publicly funded activities of artists and arts institutions, as many countries did, was far 
too narrow.  

 

Implications 

 

Statistics are only one aspect of the identification of the cultural sector as a recognisable, coherent object of 
policy for government, with a meaningful identity such that its members (or lead bodies) could be expected to 
represent its collective needs to government. Establishing the size of the sector then needs to tell us something 
useful: how it coheres as an identifiable set of activities rather than a disparate, far flung statistical assemblage, 
and how best it should be supported.  

 

3.2 What is the Cultural Sector? 

 

We can start with the cultural sector at its broadest – including related domains such as tourism, and sports and 
recreation as outlined in the UNESCO 2009 statistical framework. This is a hugely significant sector accounting for 
																																																													
3 This is discussed extensively in the ESSnet-Culture Final Report (2012). http://ec.europa.eu/culture/library/reports/ess-net-
report_en.pdf  



around 20% of most advanced economies4 and absolutely central to the identity and quality of life of the nation (see 
Figure 1).  

 

Most national and international statistical accounts identify the cultural sector more narrowly. Nevertheless, the 
contribution of natural and tangible and intangible heritage to tourism; the centrality of the cultural offer of cities to 
the huge cultural tourism market; and the close association of cultural consumption with spending on food, drink and 
hotel accommodation, is very clear. These are most clearly identified at the level of urban policy, discussed below. 

 

 

A 2011 ABS report 
on Culture and the 
Arts began: 

 
Culture and the arts 
are an important 
part of the 
Australian lifestyle. 
They provide a 
means for meeting 
and connecting with 
people, promoting a 
positive community 
identity and 
enabling people to 
feel socially 
included. By being 

part of a socially inclusive society, Australians have the opportunity to feel valued, and are more likely to 
participate in employment, education and training, and voluntary work5. 

 

Echoing what we said above, the contribution of this sector to the comparative advantage of Australia on various 
‘quality of life’ indices is indisputable.  

 

The cultural sector is extremely diverse; indeed we might better call it an ecosystem. It involves high levels of public 
funding at all three levels of government. An ABS report put total government spending on arts and cultural activities 
in 2009-10 at $5,161.4 million. This public spending is embedded in a complex range of cultural agencies, policies 
and plans at federal, state and local government levels6.  

 

Per capita expenditure by Australians on culture and recreation is similar to the UK and higher than France and 
Germany (this reflects high levels of state subsidy)7. Though it is notoriously difficult to compare due to different 
statistical collection systems, Australia’s public funding of culture is smaller than many European countries. Places 
such as Singapore, Hong Kong and South Korea are rapidly increasing funding for culture and cultural industries 

																																																													
4	Thomas	Piketty (2014) Capital in the Twenty-First Century (p.91) 
5 ABS (2011) Australian Social Trends, June 2011 Culture and the Arts. 
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/4102.0Main+Features40Jun+2011 
6  http://www.culturalpolicies.net/web/index.php 
7 http://www.culturalpolicies.net/web/statistics-markets.php?aid=201&cid=76&lid=en 

 



development. China, coming from a low base, has engaged in a massive investment in cultural content development, 
infrastructure and education. There are clear indications that Australian public investment in culture is falling down 
the international scale – something we will discuss below. 

 

At the same time there are large commercial actors in this sector, as well as public broadcasters who combine state 
funding with commercial outputs. This commercial sector employs more people, creates more wealth and is used more 
by the population than the public sector.  

 

The rationale for the public funding of culture is constantly debated. Is the level of funding required to support the 
‘heritage arts’, which appeal to only a small (usually higher socio-economic) section of the population, justified? If 
people enjoy museums and national parks, should they not be asked to pay directly for them? These questions got 
more pointed from the 1980s as finance departments demanded return-on-investment indicators for all government 
spending. In response public agencies have become much more sophisticated in the collection of impact data to show 
such ROI. The attempt to accumulate evidence on economic impact however has tended to reinforce the sense that 
only economic arguments count. In recent years the emphasis has shifted to a search for indicators that show the full 
range of public benefit beyond any immediate economic impact.  

 

However, strong (and valid) arguments against fixing ‘the price of everything’, or the reduction of cultural to 
economic value, often glided over pointed questions as to what kind of culture was being funded. Many critics who 
sought to identify cultural value nevertheless questioned the fitness-for-purpose of those federal, state and local ‘arts 
and cultural’ agencies whose original remit was to provide support through public subsidy to a relatively small group 
of artistic activities and institutions. Thus the Australia Council – and similar bodies globally – are regularly taken to 
task because they find it easiest to provide recurrent funding to large-scale organisations that take few risks at the 
expense of smaller, fast moving and innovative groups producing new work.  

 

These serious questions of governance are compounded when the question of the commercial aspects of culture are 
introduced. Faced with the rapid rise of cultural consumption outside the state funded sector should cultural policy 
restrict itself to ‘the arts’ or engage with this new landscape? Many European countries, and parts of the EU itself, 
responded by drawing a line between the public sector and the new commercial culture. These agencies are now 
facing a serious crisis of audiences and, even in countries strongly attached to high culture such as Germany, a 
legitimation crisis. 

 

Other countries, including Australia, took a lead in finding ways of engaging with this new cultural landscape. This 
meant a more open engagement with popular and everyday cultures, and a less precious approach to ‘high art’. 
Australian classical musicians have gained some renown for their more relaxed approach to the canon; an approach 
that has marked Australian cultural policy at all levels since the early 1990s. The Keating government’s justly 
renowned Creative Nation was a highly influential landmark policy document in which arts and culture embraced new 
forms of popular, commercial culture and were in turn linked to a contemporary, cosmopolitan, multicultural 
Australian identity. This moment of cultural leadership with a wide domestic and international resonance is a key 
benchmark to which future Australian cultural policy thinking might aspire. We return to this below. 

 

More challenging was the engagement between public policy and the commercial sector that the rapid growth of the 
cultural industries called for. For example, many policy experts in the EU make a distinction between the means used 
to support public culture (often around excellence and intrinsic value) and to support commercial activities. They fear 
that putting museums or visual arts next to computer games and satellite television will reduce the policy rationale to 
that of the market, to the detriment of culture.  

 



In contrast Australia, alongside UNESCO, and countries such as France and the UK, developed a ‘cultural economy’ 
approach early, arguing strongly that such a division between public and commercial would be damaging to both. It 
would leave art in the museum and let market forces rip through contemporary culture. UNESCO was specifically 
concerned about this at global level, hence its 2005 convention on ‘diversity of cultural expression’. This convention, 
to which Australia is a signatory, upheld the right of access to the means of cultural expression across the cultural 
sector as a whole. The convention explicitly stated that cultural goods and services were not just commodities like any 
other but essential to the identity and meaning of groups and individuals. Ensuring equitable access to the production 
and consumption of culture, including quotas and other forms of regulation, was a legitimate function of government8. 

 

This ‘cultural economy’ approach recognises the cultural value produced through the commercial sector, and that 
public policy has a specific remit to ensure that this sector is open, equitable and culturally dynamic as well as 
producing employment and wealth outcomes. This entails recognition of the multiple links between the state funded 
and commercial sector, links often at the level of education, ideas, venues, meeting spaces, creative milieu, training, 
regulation, and common identification. 

 

If this is accepted then the relevant policy models are not necessarily those of the traditional arts funding agencies. 
They are more akin to the public broadcasting agencies and the complex economic, technological, cultural and 
regulatory ecosystem in which they operate, or urban cultural planning approaches. These are discussed in section 8 
below.  

 

Implications 

 

There is an on-going crisis in the public cultural system as to why we should value culture, what that culture 
consists of, and what kind of policy models might be most appropriate for it. Australia has not escaped these 
multiple crises. Its culture of democratic inclusiveness, its experience with public broadcasting, and its recent 
success in urban cultural planning gives it some clear advantages. However, at present there are multiple policy 
deficits, even vacuums, in this area that need to be addressed if Australia is to take full advantage of its 
comparative advantage in this area. 

 

3.3 The Cultural and Creative Industries 

 

The cultural industries, as they were adopted as policy objects in the UK, France and Australia in the 1980s and 1990s, 
are a broad-sub set of the cultural sector above. This includes the traditional arts and the new mass distribution 
industries of the 19th and 20th centuries. A recent EU green paper defines them thus: 

 

‘Cultural industries’ are those industries producing and distributing goods or services which at the time they 
are developed are considered to have a specific attribute, use or purpose which embodies or conveys cultural 
expressions, irrespective of the commercial value they may have. Besides the traditional arts sectors 
(performing arts, visual arts, cultural heritage – including the public sector), they include film, DVD and 
video, television and radio, video games, new media, music, books and press9.  

 

The same paper makes a distinction between these and the ‘creative industries’: 

 

																																																													
8 http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/themes/cultural-diversity/2005-convention 
9 EU Commission (2010) Green Paper: Unlocking the Potential of Cultural and Creative Industries: 5 



those industries which use culture as an input and have a cultural dimension, although their outputs are mainly 
functional. They include architecture and design, which integrate creative elements into wider processes, as 
well as subsectors such as graphic design, fashion design or advertising. 

 

Such a hard and fast distinction between ‘cultural’ and ‘creative’ might be disputed. In an age where the aesthetic or 
experiential aspects of an object can often be as important as its function this distinction underplays the significance of 
the creative sector. For this reason UNESCO includes the creative industries in the cultural economy, under the rubric 
of ‘Design and Creative Services’ (see Figure 1 above).  

 

Two important points need to be made here. First, the cultural sector is highly diverse. Definitions and statistical 
aggregations might be necessary to establish basic outlines but the policies to support and to leverage the benefits of 
the sector very quickly need to move from the generic to the specific. A design strategy will be different from an 
audio-visual, and again from a music strategy. So whilst we might be broad in our understanding of the cultural sector, 
we need to recognise that a ‘one size fits all’ policy will have limited traction. 

 

Second (discussed more in Section 4) we need to be clear about limits, especially when the word ‘creative’ is being 
used to describe the sector. The 1998 DCMS ‘mapping document’, which launched the ‘creative industries’ agenda, 
included software and computing in its definition10. This increased the employment figures for the sector by around 
40%. For those concerned with lobbying this has been very convenient for the headline figures. However, they have 
never been counted in rigorous statistical accounts of the cultural sector. The DCMS dropped software and computing 
(not the same as ‘computer games’) in 2009. The EU and UNESCO explicitly refuse to include software, computing 
or ICT in the sector, even where they do reserve a ‘creative industries’ sub-set.  

 

3.4 How big are the Cultural and/or Creative Industries? 

 

The cultural sector is often counted using three groups (or prongs of the ‘creative trident’11): 

 

• Cultural occupations in cultural industries;  
• Non-cultural workers in cultural industries;  
• Cultural occupations in non-cultural industries.  

Adding all of these together gives the cultural workforce12.  

 

Distinctions need to be made between, on the one hand, cultural industries and related manufacture (audio-visual 
equipment, straightforward printing activities and so on) and, on the other, with retail. Clearly the links between 
magazine and newspaper publishing and both printing and retail services is important, and we need to know about 
these. But counting them as cultural sector employment obscures as much as it illuminates.  

 

It is also important to note the ambiguity between cultural and creative in these exercises, especially in Australia 
where the creative industries agenda – following the UK – became very fashionable. Many ‘headline’ figures are read 
interchangeably as cultural or creative, as both terms are in common usage. But ‘creative’ usually means that software 
																																																													
10 DCMS (1998) Creative Industries Mapping Document, London, UK: Department of Culture, Media and Sport 
11 This term derives from the work of Stuart Cunningham and Peter Higgs. However, the basic methodology has been used since 
the early 1990s. (Cf. Jane O'Brien and Andy Feist (1997) Employment in the arts and cultural industries: an analysis of the labour 
force survey and other sources. London: Arts Council of England) 
12 Other sectors might object to this approach. How big would, say, financial services look if accountants or other finance related 
occupations in non-financial businesses were counted? 



and computing services are being counted. 

 

This is the case in the most recent ABS report, which provided figures for  

2008-9. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These give a headline figure of 
cultural and creative sector 
GVA as $65.8 billion (5.6% 
total) and employing 972,200 

(approximately 9.1% total employment). This figure includes both ‘Computer 
System Design and Related Services industry’, and the ‘manufacturing, wholesaling and retailing industries for 
clothing and footwear products’ (5). If both these are taken out then we are left with a cultural sector (which includes 
design, advertising and marketing, as well as museums, heritage and parks) adding $35.2 billion GVA (2.9%) of total 
GVA and a workforce of 653,600 sector, which we estimate to be around 6.3% of total employment. 

 

Two recent reports, one based (mainly) on the 2011 Australian census13 and one from NESTA14 in the UK, attempt to 
give more precise figures, stripping away a lot of the ‘non-creative’ industry and occupational codes. They include 
(like the ABS) ‘Software Development and Interactive Content’ (SDIC) but not the related retail activities. Unlike the 
ABS, they do not include heritage or GLAM.  

 

• Architecture 
• Design and Visual Arts 
• Writing, Publishing and Print media 
• Software Development and Interactive Content 
• Advertising and Marketing 
• Film, Television and Radio 
• Music and the Performing Arts 

The resulting figures are much lower than the ABS estimates reflecting a tighter definition of creative industry and 
occupational codes. 

 

																																																													
13 ‘Valuing Australia’s Creative Industries’, Creative Industries Innovation Centre, December 2013	
14 A Dynamic Mapping of the UK’s Creative Industries (2013) 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Compared to the UK in 
terms of creative sector 
employment Australia’s 

creative and cultural sector employment is smaller 
by around a quarter and one third respectively. There are 

historical reasons why the UK would have a larger cultural/ creative 
sector – cultural/ 
educational institutional 

depth acquired over a long period; a large public and 
mature commercial broadcasting system; international networks and profile acquired through long periods of global 
dominance; and the global city position of London.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A sector that includes 
retail, related 
manufacture and 
software and computing, 
employing 9.1% of the 
population is highly 
significant. It gives a 
crude sense of the ways 
in which the cultural 
sector can have 
connections across the 
economy. However, 
these wider inclusions 
go beyond what can be 
called cultural industries 

or cultural occupations proper and make such an aggregate hard to get a grasp on policy-wise.  

 



Using the tighter definitions of the NESTA report, based on the economic contribution of creative occupations, and 
removing SDIC, we are left with a cultural sector of 3.7% of employment and 2.9% GVA. This is significant, but on 
its own it does not make any large-scale economic arguments for culture.  

 

In section 5.5 we argue that the cultural sector is best approached as a service sector rather than an innovation system. 
In section 8 we also argue that this cultural sector has clear economic weight but both the tools dedicated to its support 
and the goals we set for its development are inevitably as much socio-cultural as they are economic. 

 

Implications 

 

The economic contribution of the cultural/ creative industries sector cannot be measured just in terms of direct 
employment in a set cultural creative industries or occupations. It has linkages through manufacturing, retail 
and other service sectors (tourism, for example) that need to be considered, even if this introduces some 
complexity (section 5). Inflating figures through the extension of ‘creativity’ as a key defining input – and thus 
including ICT, computing and other IP intensive sectors – merely confuses the object of policy (see section 4). 

 

 

 

 

 

3.5 Global Trade 

 

According to the ABS Australia is a net importer of cultural goods and services.  

 

 

This is born out by the 
2010 UNCTAD 
Creative Economy 
Report15. According to 
this, between 2002 
and 2008, despite a 
12% decline in global 
trade, world trade of 
creative goods and 

services had an annual growth rate of 14%, reaching 
$592 billion.  

 

Most developed countries have a deficit in creative goods – these include a range of manufactured and craft goods that 
favour manufacturing countries. In the UNCTAD report China emerges as the leading exporter of cultural goods. The 
US has a large deficit in cultural goods trade, around 1:3; the UK 2:3; Spain 1:2; Canada 2:3. Australia has one of the 
largest deficits of around 1:7 

																																																													
15  United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) Creative Economy Report 2010. Tables 1.1 (p337-8), 
2.1.A (p348) and 2.1.B (p352). http://unctad.org/en/Docs/ditctab20103_en.pdf 



 

In addition, Australia has a much lower volume of trade: around $8 billion compared to Spain ($17), Netherlands 
($23), Canada ($24) UK ($50) and the US ($125). We are not well connected in this area. 

 

Developed countries make up the deficit in creative services. The US has a surplus of 13:1; the UK 2:1; Spain 4:3; 
Netherlands 3:2; Canada 5:3. Australia has a slight surplus ($3,038 millions to $3,144 millions) Again this is at much 
lower volumes than these other countries.  

 

In terms of creative exports Australia is most successful in “Personal, Cultural and Recreational Services” and 
“Research and Development Services”. It breaks even on architecture. Its biggest deficit is in Audio-visual services. 

 

Many cultural and creative economy strategies suggest they might be considered alongside advanced producer and 
consumer services as key growth industries for a post-extraction Australian economy. On these figures it is clear that 
our creative services are at a lower volume than most North American and European countries. This of course reflects 
geography (the tyranny of distance, which persists in the age of the internet) and free trade blocks which encourage 
international trade within them – such as the EU or NAFTA. This suggests that the real growth in creative services 
might come from trade with Asia – yet Australia seems unprepared in this area. 

 

The four most likely bodies for the promotion of such trade – other than the institutions and sectors themselves – are 
the diplomatic service (the British Council is in fact an arm of the British Diplomatic Corps), the Australia Council, 
the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, and the Australian Trade Commission or Austrade.  

 

The lack of a cultural diplomatic body such as the British Council, the Institute Francais, the Goethe Institute, even the 
Confucius Institute is striking to any observer of the Australian cultural scene overseas. Consulates and Embassies do 
get involved, but they have no special agency or network.  

 

The Australia Council has often taken up this role. Recently it has worked with the Abbott government to start a 
process of ‘cultural diplomacy’ involving an international network of arts managers. The details are not clear and only 
one such position has been filled – typically in Europe. This is clearly an arts initiative, which is welcome but limited. 
A comparison to the major role the British Council played and still plays in the promotion of the creative industries 
and development agenda is instructive. It is hard to see this as anything more than tokenism. 

 

DFAT has been involved in trade missions which have included art and cultural industries. There has been no 
systematic study of this but interviews with lead bodies – Music Victoria and Sounds Australia (explicitly export 
oriented) - as well as many cultural sector respondents suggest that the cultural sector is seen as an add on, or a bit of 
glamour to promote the ‘real’ business. Austrade is now focused on tourism and education, it has no remit to promote 
arts and cultural industries.  

 

Implications  

 

We have a real policy deficit in term of promoting cultural sector export trade, with a deep confusion between 
culture as diplomacy and culture as an economic sector. That it can be both, and that it needs a distinct 
promoting agency or at least a specialist section, has barely been considered by any government.  

 



In an era where Asian cultural consumption is expanding, where design industries are developing rapidly, and 
where English is the lingua franca, Australia has the opportunity to do much better in terms of international 
cultural trade and diplomacy. It has a major policy deficit in this area. 

 

  



4. Creative Industries? 
 

The shift from cultural to creative industries, initiated by the UK’s DCMS, was very influential on governments 
seeking post-industrial growth and adopted quite rapidly by many manufacturing countries seeking to diversify or rise 
up the value chain. It has informed governments in many (mainly northern) European countries, in East Asia, in Brazil 
and indeed many international development agencies such as the World Bank, UNCTAD and (more ambiguously) 
UNESCO. The ‘creative industries’ aligned what was once a marginal sector with the information or knowledge 
economy, and in particular with the rise of computing and digital communication technologies.  

 

In Australia the creative industries for many have become synonymous with the ‘economic’ dimensions of culture. As 
elsewhere this has been resisted by many in the cultural sector and has been dogged by disputes as to what this 
industry consisted of, or even if it was an industry at all, rather than a pervasive creative innovation system. Policy 
definitions might never satisfy purists, but the vagueness and slipperiness of the creative industries – and later 
‘creative economy’ – is pronounced. When a sector does not or only partially recognises itself in a policy designation 
this is damaging for any subsequent vision or strategy.  

 

There are three problematic areas in relation to the creative industries.  

 

4.1 Software and Computing 

 

The DCMS’ inclusion of this sector added anything from between 40 to 50 per cent to the overall figures and this has 
remained so in similar exercises. In the EU where ‘creative industries’ is often used as a subset of the cultural sector, 
software and computing are explicitly not included. Of course the impact of digital technologies has been profound for 
the cultural sector. Most cultural products involve digital production and distribution tools; in the more complex 
industries, such as animation, special effects or indeed computer games, the involvement of coders is crucial. NESTA 
have argued strongly – and quite reasonably - for the teaching and acquisition of digital skills and capacities across all 
arts and cultural sectors16.  

 

Does this warrant the inclusion of all software and computing activities in the cultural/ creative sector?  

 

Software and communications technologies have had just a profound impact on retail, or financial services, or health, 
or education and so on. Equally, whilst the creativity and skill of computer coders is undeniable their direct product is 
not ‘cultural’, even though it provides a platform for that culture. If software design is to be incorporated then why not 
other ICT sectors, which also have had a profound impact on the cultural industries? Fibre-optic engineers are also 
creative in this sense. The connections between these sectors are very important but the sectors need to be 
distinguished.  

 

Failure to distinguish has had major implications. Not only does it significantly inflate the figures for the creative 
sector it also extends the defining characteristic of creative industries and occupations in a way that is potentially 
endless. Some East Asian countries have included high-tech, biotech, advanced manufacture, business consulting and 
so on in their ‘creative industries’ definition. Indeed some definitions position the ‘creative sector’ as including all 
those industries that involve intellectual property17. This is a potentially huge sector and has led to grandiose claims, as 

																																																													
16 A Manifesto for the Creative Economy. Nesta. April 2013. http://www.nesta.org.uk/publications/manifesto-creative-economy 
17 cf. John Howkins (2001) The Creative Economy. London: Allen Lane 



the creative sector becomes co-terminus with the knowledge or ‘ideas’ economy per se. Richard Florida’s ‘creative 
class’ included artists, scientists and higher managerial and professional classes that made up 40% of all employment.  

 

Advocates of the creative industries have been loath to give up a segment that contributes 40% to the sector’s 
employment total. (The DCMS dropped software and computing in 2009, much to the chagrin of many.) Thus 
headline figures for the ‘creative’ or ‘cultural and creative’ sectors can never be taken at face value and always need to 
be checked as to what they are including.  As a result ‘creative industries’ has proved endlessly confusing and elusive 
for policy makers, commentators and, indeed, the industries involved themselves.  

 

This has contributed to a serious policy-deficit in Australia.  

 

4.2 Design 

 

Some definitions distinguish cultural and creative around ‘design’. That is, distinguishing between those industries 
whose products - one-offs or mass reproduced – are recognisably ‘cultural’ and those linked to more functional 
requirements. There may be disputes about ‘quality’ between visual art and computer games, but not that they are both 
cultural products. However, fashion design, architecture, product design (furniture, for example) are often deemed to 
involve hybrid cultural/ functional products. This also goes for ‘creative’ commercial services such as advertising and 
marketing which use a range of old (e.g. print) and new (e.g. on-line) media and skills to sell products that are not in 
themselves cultural (a pension scheme, or a car).  

 

As noted above, this cultural/ functional divide is often difficult to sustain, in an era where the aesthetic or experiential 
aspect of a good or service is what commands value. This is complicated further as ‘design’ can also refer generally to 
any process of reflection, assessment and forward planning geared towards a specific objective. Health services can be 
designed, just as hybrid engines and transportation systems. This makes ‘design’ a highly diverse assemblage18. It is 
for this reason that design industries have often been separated out and given over to distinct policy bodies.  

 

The role of design is thus highly diverse, and as a sector (product, fashion, communications, graphic, social media and 
often architecture) does not cohere in a simple way. 

 

However, design (including software) has taken on a major role in the creative industries argument as it is positioned 
as the essential transmitter of the creativity of the cultural/ creative sector to the wider economy.  

 

This can be seen in the NESTA and CIIC reports. In terms of creative industries the design industries do not employ 
significantly more people than others in the sector. 

																																																													
18 The CIIC report conflation of visual art and design makes this worse. 



 

However, when we 
look at creative 
employment (the 
‘creative trident’) as a 
whole advertising and 
marketing, along with 
Design and Visual 
arts19 represent 55% of 
sector employment. 
With SDIC this makes 
up 77%. That is, the 
‘creative spillover’ 
from the creative 
industries to the rest 
of the economy 
consists of design, 
advertising and 

marketing, and software development.  

 

 

The pattern becomes 
clearer when we look at 
which industries employ 
which ‘embedded’ 
creative. Apart from 
SDIC (which could be a 
database, a management 
system or a company 
website) it is clear that 
‘embedded creatives’ are 
performing either 
‘advertising and 

marketing’ tasks (we 
might assume this is 
also the function of 
print media here) or 

design functions. The latter could be designing packages, or shop fronts, or uniforms, or developing hybrid engines in 
advanced manufacture.  

 

																																																													
19 The aggregation of visual arts with design is not usual, though one supposes the visual art sector to be a small component of 
design employment. 



 

If this is the major 
source of ‘creativity’ 
provided by the 
cultural/ creative 
sector then 
government might be 
better advised to focus 
specifically on the 
various design 
functions, or 
advertising and 
marketing, rather than 
making this a 
‘creative industry’ 
strategy per se. We 

expand on this more in the 
next section. 

 

4.3 Creative Occupations/ ‘Embedded’ Creatives 

 

The inclusion of creative occupations or ‘embedded creatives’ points to a third aspect of the creative industries 
argument, in which the focus moves to the ‘creative economy’. Rather than argue for the importance of a specific set 
of industries, the claim is that these industries require and generate creative skills that have a direct impact on the 
wider economy through the mobility of creative workers – in manufacturing, the wholesale trade, financial and 
technical services etc. These ‘spillover’ effects will be discussed in the next section, here we focus on this one claim. 

 

The DCMS’ rebadging of the cultural industries as ‘creative’ linked a traditionally marginal economic sector to the 
knowledge economy agenda (for purposes of increased budgetary clout), where the input of human capital with high 
cognitive skills would drive productivity and innovation.  

 

However, ‘creative’ in this usage is  (perhaps deliberately) ambiguous in that it is strongly associated with the kind of 
imaginative, often glamorous, flair of artists and other cultural producers; but at the same time it is extended to any 
kind of skilled, cognitive activity that produces some sort of novelty.  

 

In addition the shift from industry to occupations allowed a focus on creativity as an input rather than the 
characterisation of an output. That is, creativity became a function in a value chain not the specific quality of a 
product. This meant that questions of cultural value were far less valid; distinctions between sectors could be made on 
the basis of levels of creative input (‘creative intensity’) rather than if their product was mainly or secondarily cultural.  

 

NESTA define creativity as ‘the application of creative talent to commercial ends’ and creative occupations as 

 

a role within the creative process that brings cognitive skills to bear about differentiation to yield either novel 
or significantly enhanced products whose final form is not fully specified in advance. 

 



NESTA’s methodology used five characteristics to separate creative from non-creative occupations: 

 

 

 

 

 

A number of points need 
to be made here. 

 

1. These criteria 
could describe almost 
any highly skilled input 
by managerial, or 
scientific, or 
technological, or social 
service, or educational 
personnel. That is, it 
just shifts the problem 
of defining creative 

away from industries 
and onto 
occupations20. 
  

2. ‘Creativity’ here is far too generic. It is unworkable as a definable input unless the kind of creativity 
and the kind of product are fully specified. In this case the ‘aesthetic’ or ‘experiential’ creativity 
traditionally associated with artists has been conflated with a range of other cognitive design 
functions, and indeed to all highly skilled, situated inputs into a product or service. 
 

3. Using the presence of ‘creative occupations’ in an industry or economy as a proxy for the creativity 
and innovation of that industry or economy per se is thus highly problematic. 
 

4. Focusing on creative occupations pushes questions of industry to one side, in favour of policies to 
support ‘creativity’, or skills, which remain vague and generic. NESTA has promoted voucher 
systems, which allow business to purchase design services. Other agencies promote IP awareness or 
access to finance for start-ups. But any systematic analysis of an industry and how it might be 
promoted disappears before a generic approach to ‘spreading creativity’. 
 

5. We might wish to see the cultural sector as a sub-set of the knowledge economy, but we also need to 
clearly distinguish between them for the purposes of counting and, more importantly, for the purpose 
of developing effective, targeted policy responses. In failing to make this distinction ‘creativity’ 
conflates too many sectors to be useful. 
 

6. Creativity loses its connections to cultural value, which involves much more than ‘novelty’ or 
‘innovation’ – such as identity, tradition, ritual, social bonding etc. And in reducing it to ‘the 
application of creative talent to commercial ends’ it ignores the range of non-commercial ends 
involved in the production of culture. 
 

																																																													
20 This was the method of Richard Florida (2002) who claimed to be able to identify levels of creativity in a city by the presence 
of the ‘creative class’ (skilled managers, professional, artists and other groups such as gays and ethnic minorities). 



7. The presence of ‘creatives’ in an industry does not necessarily mean it is more innovative. It might 
be applying design and marketing principles to some pretty routine, non-innovative, non-sustainable 
products just as much as developing cold fusion or the next iPhone. ‘Creative’ occupations, on this 
definition, are not necessarily either innovative or creative. Many ‘creative functions’ can be – as 
they say in the design sector – simply ‘putting lipstick on a pig’. 
 

In conclusion we can say that both creative industries and creative economy: 

 

i) Is confused and confusing, leading to a growing policy deficit in Australia, as the cultural sector 
frequently fails to recognise itself or unhelpfully divides into cultural/ creative and subsidised/ 
commercial; 
 

ii) Is far too broad and generic to give policy purchase, as the wide sweep of ‘creative economy’ is 
useful in headline figures but fails to precisely identify where specific policy interventions can 
work best and on what precise object; 

 
iii) Fails to specify a targeted rationale and set of tools for the complex area of ‘design-led’ products 

and services. 
 

iv) Defines the economic value of the cultural/ creative too narrowly, focusing on the innovation 
effects rather than the broad and significant range of products and services involved in the 
cultural sector (see below).  
 

v) Tends to reduce cultural value to economic value, thus making unhelpful divisions between 
commercial and ‘subsidised’ sectors, missing out on the range of connections between them and 
the different values generated for economy and society; 

The results of this approach can be seen in the last government’s 2013 cultural policy document – Creative Australia - 
the first such document for two decades. Though most of the report’s 152 pages focused on how to promote arts and 
culture in general, 7 were devoted to ‘Creative Industries, Commerce and the Creative Economy’. There was a 
tendency first, as highlighted above, to confusingly jump between ‘arts’, ‘cultural’ and ‘creative’ as descriptors; and 
second, to see ‘design’ as the primary commercial benefit of cultural/ creative industries. However, in its description 
of design it is not clear how it relates to the ‘arts and cultural sector’ or why ‘arts education’ should be so central to its 
development. 

 

Implications 

 

In attempting to use 
‘creativity’ as the key 
determinant of a whole sector 
the creative industries 
agenda has widened the scope 
of this sector beyond policy 
usefulness, has introduced 
high levels of confusion into 
the policy arena, promoted 
culture’s primary value as an 
engine for innovation, and, 
consequently, has 
misrecognised and ignored 
many of the wider cultural 
and social values involved in 

Creative	Australia	2013	

	

Design	thinking—which	entrenches	design	at	the	heart	of	the	development	
process—now	encourages	growth,	with	organisations	focusing	on	how	
scientific,	managerial	and	creative	support	can	help	companies	get	off	the	
ground	and	grow….	Creative	thinking	and	design	will	play	key	roles	in	
bringing	innovation	to	the	core	of	Australia’s	industries,	across	all	sectors.	
Government,	the	cultural	sector	and	industry	have	a	role	to	play	in	forging	
partnerships	between	creative	industries	and	manufacturing,	education,	
health	and	other	sectors.	This	approach	has	the	potential	to	lead	to	new	
ways	of	conducting	business,	with	increased	productivity	and	efficiency	
across	the	economy….	To	ensure	Australia’s	success	as	a	leading	provider	
of	creative	services	to	our	region,	an	arts	education	will	be	central	to	all	
students’	lives.	(94-96)	

	

http://creativeaustralia.arts.gov.au	



the cultural economy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

5.  Wider Linkages of the Cultural Economy 
 

In this section, rather than focus on the term ‘creativity’ we try to identify where the linkages might be found between 
the cultural sector and other sectors, and how that might inform the value we give to the cultural sector from a public 
policy perspective. 

 

The 2013 Creative Australia document attempted to identify these linkages in a (small) sub-section section of the 
report entitled ‘Creative Industries; Commerce and the Creative Economy’. It highlighted the initiatives in the film 
industry, culture’s impact on tourism, the role of the NBN and the need for copyright reforms – the rest was focused 
on various design initiatives. At the same time it invoked the ‘creative sector’ (not clearly defined) as growing much 
faster that other sectors (not clearly defined) and that this would be crucial to securing Australian growth and 
competitiveness in the Asian Century.  

 

This important document, the first comprehensive cultural policy document since Creative Nation in 1994, thus 
defined the link between culture and economy in a very narrow and sporadic fashion. 

 

In this section at different models for assessing these linkages.  

 

5.1 Cascade model - Concentric Circles 

 



One widely used version of this was developed by Australian cultural economist David Throsby and subsequently 
adapted by others (such as the 2013 ABS report). His concentric circle model shows the creative arts at the centre, 
followed by the cultural industries, then the creative industries and then the wider economy. Though this is often 
welcomed by the arts and cultural sector there are some problems with this model. 

 

First, it suggests some 
kind of descending 
hierarchy from ‘pure’ 
arts to ‘applied’ that 
could easily be read in 
a traditionalist, even 
elitist way. It does not 
capture the kinds of 
cultural dynamism and 
mix in which a 
computer game could 
be seen as having more 
artistic and cultural 
depth than a Booker 
Prize winning novel, or 
HBO a more 
significant cultural 
innovator than the 
National Theatre. 

 

Second, it is not clear 
what the basis of the transition from one circle to the next is – skills or sub-sectors? Is it the creative skills once 
monopolised by ‘the arts’ that filter through to other industries (as performing artists now work doing voice overs for 
computer games and adverts, and classically trained musicians write film music) or the services and products of the 
creative arts that somehow trickle down to the cultural and then creative industries (the film of the book, the computer 
game of the book, the breakfast cereal of the book and so on).  

 

Third, it elides the very different ways in which branches of the arts and cultural industries monetize their products – 
as one-off artefact, via mass reproduced physical or digital carriers, as live events or experiences, as services supplied 
to clients and so on.   

 



 

 

Figure 7 captures some of that interconnected diversity. The different conditions of monetization are schematised into 
Services (better described as ‘producer services’ see Table 6 below: mostly delivered to clients, with little IP 
involved); Content (cultural industry products capable of mass reproduction and distribution); Experiences (that 
depend primarily on ‘live’ attendance); and Originals (one-off products or limited series). Here ‘spillovers’ are far 
more complex and cannot be reduced to an art-centric hierarchy. It also makes a distinction between ‘cultural’ and 
‘creative’ industries based on ‘pure’ or ‘mixed’ notions of symbolic content/ functionality very difficult to sustain. 
Finally, it indicates less a series of circles but a cultural economy ecosystem in which different forms of cultural and 
economic value are in play, at different times and in different contexts. This will be discussed in the section on 
network spillovers below. 

 

5.2 Creative Spillovers 

 

Economic geographers have attempted to specify the different possible spillovers between the cultural sector and the 
wider economy, without necessarily making the creative arts central. (See Table 5). There are many different kinds of 
claims in this list. They all try to show ways in which the cultural or creative sector ‘punches above its weight’. We 
will discuss these under three broad headings. 

 



 

 

 

5.3. Production 
Spillovers - Creative 
Manufacture and 
Design-led Industries. 

 

The intersection between 
product, styling, and 
communication design, 
advanced manufacture, 
software interface, 
marketing and social 
media certainly 
represent new sources of 
economic opportunity. 
This has been a focus of 
various policy papers in 
the UK, EU and the 
2008 Cutler Review of 
the National Innovation 
System in Australia21. 
This is one of the most 

powerful arguments of the ‘creative economy’ agenda, and clearly Australia’s position as a highly educated, open 
society with strong business services and advanced manufacturing base should set it up as powerhouse in the Asia-
Pacific region. This aspiration was essential to the Creative Australia report. 

 

It is not possible for this report to assess the wider question of innovation for Australia’s comparative advantage22. 
However, the Chief Scientist Ian Chubb’s warning in a recent position paper that Australia lacked a strategic plan for 
the high profile STEM subjects and for innovation in general - manifest in long-term cuts to higher education - does 
not bode well for a strategic approach to ‘creative innovation’23.  

 

As we noted in section 3.5 above Australia is a net importer of creative goods. This is true of most developed 
countries, and is not surprising given the inclusion of a range of manufactured goods (toys, glassware, wickerwork, 
jewellery etc.) in the statistics. However, Australia’s deficit is amongst the highest. It has a very small surplus in the 
export of creative services – but much lower and at much lower overall volume than comparable countries. Figures 
were for 2008. The high Australian dollar coupled with the impact of the GFC give no reason to think that this 
position might have changed – even against a background of growing trade in cultural goods and services24.  

 

That is, though some reports (such as Creative Australia) suggest the cultural sector is growing faster than other 
sectors this is not obviously translating into increased exports of creative goods and services. However more statistical 
work needs to be done – especially on rather anecdotal claims around architecture, fashion and design experts 
identified in Creative Australia (91).  

																																																													
21 http://www.innovation.gov.au/science/policy/Pages/ReviewoftheNationalInnovationSystem.aspx 
22 Another report in this project covers Skills, Management and Innovation. 
23 http://www.chiefscientist.gov.au 
24 CF. UNCTAD Creative Economy Report 2010 http://unctad.org/en/Docs/ditctab20103_en.pdf 



 

The importance of advanced manufacture and the crucial links between manufacture and design, were highlighted in 
the 2008 Cutler Report, in the Australia government’s 2012 Industry and Innovation Statement: ‘A Plan for Australian 
Jobs’, and in the related Industry Innovation Precincts initiative (abolished in 2014). However, this has never been 
central to the creative industries agenda in Australia. 

 

First, creative industries from inception were seen as replacements for manufacture – whether for already ‘post-
industrial’ economies or countries looking to become so. In its emphasis on digital start-ups the model has been 
Northern California rather than the R&D-led advanced manufacturing economies of Germany, Japan or South Korea.  

 

That is, adopting creative industries as replacement industries has militated against attempts to find ways to work with 
existing manufacturing skills, markets and equipment. In Australia this version of ‘creative destruction’ – letting 
manufacture go to the wall - has been more destructive than it need be.  

 

Second, Australia has tended to equate industry policy with industry subsidy. In recent years this support has been 
withdrawn rather than re-targeted. Manufacture has been positioned as needing to be propped up or left to the cold 
winds of the market. Concerted, intelligent industry policy, as conducted by most of our major competitors and the 
East Asian industrial giants, has suffered as a consequence. 

 

Third, there has simply never been enough resources put into such a design-led strategy from a creative industries 
perspective – local authorities do not have resources, peak cultural bodies have neither the capacity or the resources 
and the Enterprise Connect Creative Industries initiative was also under resourced.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Enterprise	Connect	

	

The	creative	industries	were	added	to	‘Enterprise	Connect’	in	2009.	This	
was	an	important	addition	to	a	national	cultural/	creative	industry	
strategy,	led	by	the	Creative	Industries	Innovation	Centre	at	University	of	
Technology	Sydney.	However,	though	the	government’s	Creative	Australia	
report	flagged	it	as	aimed	at	Design-led	industries	its	eligible	companies	
were	the	very	broad	spectrum	of	‘architecture,	advertising,	design,	gaming,	
film	and	television,	music,	performing	and	visual	arts,	publishing	and	
writing,	radio,	interactive	content	and	software	development’.	On	the	
other	hand	only	the	top	5%	of	companies	were	eligible	as	minimum	
turnover	was	set	at	between	$1	and	$100	million.	Though	it	developed	
pockets	of	expertise	it	was	spread	thinly,	aimed	at	high-turnover	
businesses	only	and	its	learning	mechanisms	(how	it	utilised	lessons	
learned,	built	up	industry	knowledge	and	retained	and	developed	skilled	
staff)	were	unclear.		

	

http://www.enterpriseconnect.gov.au/industrysupport/creativeindustries/Pages/
default.aspx	



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Despite the strong emphasis on design in Creative Australia, the crucial focus on reframing the connections between 
design, manufacture and marketing has been wrapped up in generic creative industries policy. As we noted above, the 
focus has been exclusively on promoting ‘creativity’ rather than an analysis of the industries, supply chains and new 
markets.  

 

The initiatives that have emerged tend to be underfunded, and the strategy is spread across different agencies. 
Ultimately this relates to the incoherence of the creative industries as a distinctly identifiable sector available for 
government policy support.  

 

There can be no lead body when on-line travel agencies such as Wotif are counted as creative alongside a ballet 
company, a television production house or a computer games outfit.  

 

The traditional cultural peak bodies, which have some access to the ear of government, tend to be arts oriented; they 
have little capacity to run a cultural industries strategy. Again, Creative Australia made much of the potential of the 
cultural/ creative industries but focused primarily on arts sector bodies and the governance of the Australia Council 
with little concern as to how a cultural/ creative economy might be systematically approached. 

 

Implications 

 

Despite the focus on ‘design’ in creative industries strategies there has been very little concerted investment in 
a coherent, targeted industry strategy either for new forms of manufacture, design-intensive services or indeed 
retail.  

 

As the resources boom tails, the cultural economy and its manufacturing, retail and services linkages do 
represent potential growth areas but there seems no immediate prospect of a concerted government strategy to 
promote this. At the moment the prospects of a cultural or creative sector leading Australia into the Asian 
century looks aspirational rather than reality. 

 

5.3 Knowledge Spillovers – Creative Economy? 

 

The spillovers claimed for the creative economy are wide and varied. Cultural business practice could be exemplars 
for other industries; creatives work in non-creative industries (see section 4.3 above); artists have been used to spice 
up management thinking or organisations urged to selectively adopt the lateral thinking associated with artists; goods 



and services are becoming increasingly ‘cultural’. These claims have been around for some time now and have 
strongly informed creative industry/ economy thinking25. ‘We are all creative industries now!’ 

 

Many goods and services use the kinds of aesthetic and experiential marketing and branding associated with the 
cultural sector, just as ‘creative skills’ have migrated beyond the cultural sector and expanded their remit in all sorts of 
ways. However, this needs to be specified in much greater detail. The expansion of marketing and design services 
draws on some, but not all, aspects of cultural creativity; so too linking artistic vision to managerial or product 
innovation is highly selective in what it actually transfers.  

 

Creative Knowledge: The vagueness and overextension of ‘creativity’ to all aspects of life has frequently been 
commented on. It conflates a range of different creative skills, practices and values: the production of symbolic 
meaning and identity; the incorporation of these in products and services; more imaginative approaches to planning 
and design; promotion of human inventiveness; openness to change; the drive to innovation and so on.  

 

All of these are no doubt desirable, but they are very different things embedded in very different practices. From the 
cultural perspective, in extending the traditional creative aspects of artistic and cultural production to the wider 
economy – as we saw above regarding creative occupations - often results in the reduction of cultural values to the 
production of commercially viable novelty or innovation.  

 

Clearly symbolic, experiential and aesthetic elements are now more central to a range of goods and services than they 
were in previous periods, and this needs to be registered. However, this expansion of value from the purely functional 
to the aesthetic and experiential can very easily become linked to fashion-driven consumption economies that have 
social and cultural consequences that are not always welcome or sustainable. We might also say that the majority of 
this increased value accrues to the advertising and marketing sectors – which do not necessarily stand in for culture 
and creativity seen from a whole of society perspective.  

 

It thus needs to be stated that these creative ‘spillovers’ do not exhaust and are not necessarily intrinsic to the value of 
cultural creativity:  

 

• not all innovation is desirable from a cultural or social viewpoint, some of it can be disruptive and 
destructive; 

• not all cultural value is about innovation; it can be about tradition and continuity, ritual and social 
bonding, relaxation, sociality and enjoyment; 

• aesthetic innovation – Joyce’s Ulysses or Sgt. Pepper – is not obviously always part of wider 
economic innovation; 

 

Creative Entrepreneurs: in the 1990s (what were then still) the cultural industries were frequently seen as at the 
cutting edge of economic and organisational change. Post-fordist vertical and horizontal disaggregation; the eclipse of 
large conglomerates by networks of fast-moving innovative, entrepreneurs and small businesses; a new kind of 
creative self able to negotiate a fast-moving job market demands constant re-invention and re-skilling – these have all 
been central to creative industry claims.  

 

However, these claims have proved to be somewhat mixed when we look at a) levels of concentration and sometimes 
monopoly in the cultural and creative industries – a few very large companies surrounded by a host of small ones; b) 

																																																													
25 Scott Lash and John Urry (1994) Economies of Signs and Space. London: Sage 



increasingly levels of precarious employment and insecurity; c) increasingly power and reach of financial (rather than 
creative) management in cultural/ creative industries26. Their role as exemplars for wider industry innovation has been 
increasingly muted – except in their role as a model for increased casualization and ‘self-exploitation’ (see sections 7 
and 8). 

 

More, evidence shows how the highly networked, project-oriented, collaborative cultural/ creative sector is sustained 
through dense agglomeration and clustering (see 5.4 below) in which a range of social, cultural and ethical values 
play a crucial role in holding this together and animating its functions27. The formal work and organisational patterns 
in the cultural sector cannot be easily transferred because they are rooted in the values associated with the production 
of culture. That is, their organisational innovations are highly context specific.  

 

Figure 10 illustrates schematically how it is the cultural values involved in consumption/ participation that are 
centrally involved in the values that animate the value chain – or in fact, the value circle. That is, the cultural economy 
is deeply embedded in the cultural and social values it serves. 

 

5.4 Network Spillovers 

 

Agglomeration and 
clustering are two key 
features of the cultural 
economy, and it is often 
claimed that they act as 
catalysts for a wider 
‘creative milieu’. This is 
frequently no more than a 
claim that the presence of 
artists and creative will 
contribute to an atmosphere 
of creativity and innovation 
in the wider economy.  

 

More substantially, it has 
been cities that have seen a 
concentration of cultural 

consumers, producers, 
facilities and events. 
Cities (see Sections 1.2 

and 7) have also been places that facilitate complex divisions of labour and ‘shared externalities’, and host those 
dense, project-rich networks of many small and micro-enterprises, usually gravitating around a small number of large 
global companies. This is repeatedly born out by the statistics which show an exponential – rather than linear - 
increase in the percentage of cultural industries in metropolitan conurbations, and indeed the persistent dominance of a 
few large cities globally (New York, London, Tokyo, Paris and so on).  

 

There is an ‘elective affinity’ between cities and the cultural economy which many have tried to capture in the term 
‘creative city’, in which the very milieu of the city attracts and stimulates new and innovative kinds of creative 

																																																													
26 A broad overview of the literature can be found in Hesmondhalgh, D. (2013) The Cultural Industries. London: Sage 
27 This point has been made extensively in the work of geographer Andrew Pratt cf. ‘The Cultural and Creative Industries: 
Organisation and Spatial Challenges to their Governance’. Die Erde 143 2012 (4) 317-334 



activity. Creative city agendas became an example of global ‘fast policy’ as in Richard Florida’s prescription for 
cultural amenities to attract the creative class, whose presence would then generate economic growth, circulated the 
globe28. These ideas sparked similar debates to those which developed around the reduction of urban cultural and civic 
values to the ‘creativity and innovation’ effects they might produce. They were controversial for the way they 
corralled the history and ethos of urban life into the innovation economy. 

 

Anticipating section 5.5 it is also clear that much of the cultural activity of the city does not concern commercial (or 
other) innovation – it is about sociality, everyday meaning, entertainment, artistic excellence, rituals, celebrations and 
so on. Both economic and cultural value lies outside ‘innovation’ effects. In fact local and visitor spend on cultural 
venues; bars, restaurants and hotels; arts education; newspapers, books and magazines; cultural services, materials and 
equipment – plus all the other cultural goods and services ‘exported’ make up a cultural sector far bigger than that of 
‘creative services’.  

 

This point has deeper implications for the valuation of culture. As noted above much of the value at play internal to 
the sector is precisely cultural. That is, products and services whose economic value derives from their cultural value 
cannot play fast and loose with these cultural values. Nor can policies to support them. Many individuals and 
businesses have strong cultural motivations that they trade off in different ways against anticipated economic returns. 
At the level of the cultural ecosystem the sector relies on high levels of volunteer29 and free labour, as it does the 
involvement of ‘amateur’ or ‘co-creative’ input from fans, scenes, audiences, and participants at all levels. 

 

Implications 

 

The dynamism of a cultural economy does not reside only in its most commercial components, nor the value of 
its outputs exclusively in monetary value.  

 

That is, at this wider level of urban agglomeration of creative milieu it becomes increasingly difficult to 
separate the economic success of the local cultural sector from the wider social, cultural and spatial context in 
which they operate.  

 

This has crucial implications for urban cultural policy as any economic strategy has to be situated within this 
wider system of cultural – but also social, ethical and political – values. 

 

 

5.5 The Cultural Sector as a Service Sector 

 

Rather than see the cultural sector as ‘an industry’ we might view it more as a service sector.  

 

Services form part of the Australia’s Comparative Advantage study – which explicitly includes finance and health. 
Finance is clearly a business service, health a public service. But both involve high levels of public regulation, both 
involve private sector delivery of publicly set goals (compulsory superannuation and Medibank, for example), and 
both combine a range of public, private and non-for profit institutions and agencies. Both involve high levels of ICT 
																																																													
28 Florida, R (2002) The Rise of the Creative Class. New York: Basic Books 
29 ‘Volunteer services to arts and heritage organisations are estimated to have contributed $756 million to GDP on a satellite 
accounts basis in 2008-09’. ABS (2013) Australian National Accounts: Cultural and Creative Activity Satellite Accounts 



and programing services; the health sector much more by way of manufactured and IP intensive goods 
(pharmaceuticals, medical technologies, sheets and rubber gloves). 

 

Clearly health is much closer to the model of culture. Financial services are regulated in the framework of how best to 
serve individual customers and businesses in the greater interest of economic growth. Health care is seen as a value in 
itself, as a public good. Though it involves many profit-driven businesses these are usually held to account not in 
terms of returns to shareholders etc. but how far they make the population healthier. Of course, a healthy population is, 
perhaps, a more economically productive population. But though we are often presented with arguments for certain 
health interventions based on numbers of working days lost due to this or that preventable illness, this is not the 
primary justification commonly used.  

 

Education is more ambiguous perhaps. It is a value in itself – the well-rounded individual able to fulfil their potential - 
but it is also seen to be economically productive in different ways. However, education is closer to culture in that it is 
also seen to directly contribute to functioning citizenship, as with Viscount Sherbrooke’s comment on the 1867 
Education reform act “we must educate our masters”. Equally, links public policy in culture has run close to that of 
education since the early 19th century – and especially from the 1880s right through the era of public sector 
broadcasting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A useful classification of services can be found in Table 6.  

 



 

On this model – which 
does not include 
‘culture’ at all – the 
cultural sector might be 
situated in social 
services (public and 
private provision of 
public cultural goods, 
such as arts and 
community arts, public 
broadcasting, libraries 
and galleries, leisure 
and recreation etc.), in 
personal services (the 
consumption of 
entertainment and 
leisure goods), and in 
producer services 
(design, marketing, 
advertising, 
architecture). The 
multiple links of culture 
to manufacture and 
retail, as well as 
consuming and 

providing services to other sectors can be seen in Table 7. 

 

Compared to those other social services of health and education, we might say that culture is much more dispersed and 
ambiguous. In some parts it is seen as a core function of the state; in others purely as a matter or personal consumption 
choice. Some of its sub-sectors are bigger and growing more quickly than others; some may have a direct impact on 
product and service innovation; some are provided for directly out of taxation; others are purely private; some are 
exportable, some less so; some are able to increase their productivity, others are relatively impervious to this.  

 

We have discussed above why the growth of cultural consumption (education, wealth, leisure time) and the 
importance of cultural services to other manufacturing (or “transformative”) and producer service sectors have caused 
a kind of legitimation crisis in cultural policy. There are real debates about if, how, and how far the public should 
directly subsidise culture. But also, if, how and how far the state ought to be concerned with the general parameters, 
quality, level of provision of culture and media. This makes for difficult and complex policy-making. 

 

The creative industry agenda’s reduction of this to a combination of innovation effects and the working through of 
technologically empowered consumer markets is not a feasible response to this situation. Unfortunately the language 
of public cultural value – outside of subsidy to the elite arts institutions, and even here it is contested – has been 
severely eroded. This is one of the challenges of cultural policy not only if it is to provide public or ‘social’ services in 
the cultural field but also if it is to encourage a thriving cultural economy sector which responds to much more than 
market signals and growth imperatives. 

 



 

 

 

 

Implications 

 

Culture might be seen as a service sector – but it is dispersed between producer, social and personal services 
which makes its clear identification as a public good with wide legitimacy rather difficult. This has been 
exacerbated by the rise in the personal consumption of cultural goods and services, the erosion of public sector 
provision and the dominance of small state/ consumer-led political agendas in the last decades. 

 

The creative industry agenda has not helped here. There is a need for a reframing of culture as an object of 
public policy – not merely in the objectives set and tools used but in terms of the public value it brings to 
society. The arts remain one of the areas where these arguments still persist – but they remain closely linked to 
accusations of elitism, are based on public subsidy and have representative institutions which are rarely 
concerned with wider cultural economy aspects.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



6.  Cities, Regions and Suburbs 

 
6.1 The Importance of Cities in the Cultural Economy 

Cultural industries tend to have an uneven geographic distribution. In the more economically significant sectors, in 
particular, there is a marked tendency to spatial concentration. In some cases, this is related to infrastructure 
investments such as broadcasting or film production studios or major civic complexes supporting opportunities for the 
arts. In others, such as commercial art and design, it is more related to the formation of cultural ‘clusters’ with 
complex ecologies of creative talent, agents, exhibition and display spaces, opportunities for social interaction, 
distribution channels and access to finance (Section 5.4). Finally, the concentration of senior management functions 
and advanced business services – banking, consulting, R&D – associated with the global functions of larger 
metropolitan cities are strongly associated with design, marketing and various media services.  

A major policy focus over the last twenty years has been on the design of cities as a key strategic factor determining 
comparative advantage in cultural industries. Cities are important for a number of reasons. As major population 
centres, they offer significant markets for cultural production, exhibition and performance. They are powerful magnets 
for talent, not just as markets, but also for the creative inputs and ‘lifestyle’ attractions they are able to provide. With 
their dense networks and connections, they facilitate important links in value chains and are sites for the management 
and coordination of functions. They are also where government and corporate investment is largely concentrated. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In this context, the quality of Australian cities is a major comparative advantage. They frequently appear among the 
world’s best in quality of life or ‘liveability’ rankings. In the most recent EIU (2013) Global Liveability Ranking, for 
example, four Australian cities ranked among the top ten (Melbourne, Adelaide, Sydney and Perth), more than any 
other nation30. This attractiveness is by no means only for cultural industries. The high concentration of a range of 
cultural sector facilities, events and agglomerations contributes in no small way to the inward flow of visitors, 
investment, international students and skilled migrants.  

There are a number of obvious cases in Australia where ‘culture’ has played a significant role in raising the 
international profile and attractiveness of cities. Sydney’s opera house is a global icon, the Adelaide Festival has long 
established South Australia as a significant point on the international touring circuit, Melbourne’s music scene is 
recognised worldwide and the Museum of Old and New Art (MONA) has changed perceptions of Hobart, inviting 
comparisons with international examples of arts-led civic regeneration such as the widely-cited case of Bilbao in 
Spain. 

Liveability indexes have been frequently challenged as reflecting the HR recruitment needs of international companies 
for mobile talent. Certainly the liveability index success of Australian cities will be a major attractor for high skilled 

																																																													
30 EIU (2013) Global Liveability Ranking and Report August 2013, The Economist Intelligence Unit, 
https://www.eiu.com/public/topical_report.aspx?campaignid=Liveability2013 



migrant workers whatever the reality behind the index. However, it is important to recognise that there are some clear 
countervailing tendencies that threaten to undermine these external perspectives. The International Monetary Fund’s 
Global House Watch recently claimed that Australia has the third highest price-to income ratio in the world (after 
Belgium and Canada)31. This is not a sign of an equitable and sustainable urbanism. 

A key challenge facing larger cities everywhere has been the rapid rise in real estate prices forcing many small 
businesses – including artists and cultural businesses – to leave the city. This is given added edge as in many cases it 
was the exploratory cultural use of old buildings or run-down areas which gave them new value and allowed such 
areas to be re-inserted into the higher end of the urban real estate market. ‘Gentrification’ is the rather vague and 
pejorative term for much of this. It is widely acknowledged that independent cultural businesses, small scale arts 
venues, cheap, flexible workspace and accessible cheap rented accommodation, small cafes and bars and so on all 
contribute to the vibrancy of a cities cultural economy and life in general. But the value growth through real estate 
always beats that of a small cultural or related business, with the result that ‘creative assets’ have little sway against 
the power of urban land markets.  

Implications 

Australian cities are crucial to the cultural economy of Australia. Culture also adds to their attractiveness in 
terms of quality of life and liveability. This is commonly recognised amongst policy makers who have been keen 
to promote themselves as cultural and creative destinations. However, the problems of rapid rent rises and 
soaring property prices, along with unregulated development in the major cities, has become a major problem 
in recent years. In particular, we are seeing the growing impossibility of a thriving creative scene living and 
working close to the CBDs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.2 Rural and Regional Australia – Questions of Inclusion 

At the same time, there are reasons for caution about focusing exclusively on cities. While Australia is a highly 
urbanised society, it has vast non-metropolitan regions of major importance for the national economy. If we consider 
the cultural industries only in terms of their immediate economic value, we might perhaps dismiss the regions as 
almost irrelevant. Given, however, that these industries are intimately involved with other values, to do so would 
involve unacceptable social and political costs. A 2012 report by Desert Knowledge Australia, found that residents of 
remote Australia – some 85% of the continent – feel a deep sense of ‘disconnect and discontent’ in relation to the rest 
of the nation. While many of the problems relate to governance and economic inclusion – a lack of say in decisions 
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and of equitable and sustainable financial flows – others are specifically cultural. Many of those interviewed for the 
report voiced frustration or resentment at a lack of inclusion in ‘a greater Australian narrative’32. 

There has been increasing recognition of the importance of the cultural economy for rural and regional Australia from 
outside the cultural industries themselves. Mining companies, for example, have recognised the importance of culture 
in the amenity of remote areas in which they operate, seeking to improve relations with Aboriginal communities 
through the arts and supporting festivals and cultural events in places such as Tom Price, Paraburdoo and 
Pannawonica33 (see, for example, Rio Tinto, 2014). More generally, local governments across regional Australia have 
sought to sustain a cultural infrastructure, not only for its intrinsic benefits in improving quality of life, but also as 
essential in maintaining the human resources for rural industries. 

It should also be noted that rural and regional Australia provides an important resource for cultural industries in the 
narratives, images and identities with which they are associated. Despite a long history of urbanisation, ‘the bush’ and 
‘the outback’ have always loomed large in representations of Australia and are a significant part of the nation’s 
cultural heritage. They are also important to international tourism, representing, for many visitors, what is most 
‘different’ or ‘unique’ about Australia and therefore as exercising the strongest pull. Rural and regional Australia have 
a significant place in Australia’s tourism economy. For this reason, too, it cannot be excluded in considering the 
nation’s comparative advantage in cultural industries. 

6.3 The Suburbs 

Differences between cities and the regions are not the only question to be addressed in relation to the distribution of 
cultural industries. There are also significant differences to be noted within cities. In the attention given to cities in 
research and policy development on the cultural economy, the focus has in fact usually been restricted to the inner 
core of cities, where cultural facilities and creative talent are most concentrated. This is particularly problematic in 
Australia, where cities do not follow the compact model found in much of Europe, but are generally sprawling 
metropolitan regions, with extensive suburban tracts at a significant distance from the city centre. The suburbs cannot 
be seen merely as dependents on the central city; they have their own independent sense of place and internal 
organisation. 

While the suburbs have often been derided as a ‘cultural desert’, the suburban contribution to Australia’s cultural 
economy is substantial. A recent ARC-funded study, ‘Creative Suburbia’, found significant numbers of dedicated 
creative practitioners even in what might be considered ‘unpromising’ outer suburbs such as Frankston and 
Dandenong in Melbourne or Redcliffe and Springfield in Brisbane.34 This is consistent with a suburbanisation of 
employment across all industries over the past two decades. Urban planning consultant Alan Davies has calculated 
that in Melbourne, for example, the median distance of jobs from the city centre increased by 46% over the 25 years 
1981 to 2006, from 9.5km to 13.9km.35 A significant driver in the cultural industries has been the cost of inner city 
real estate. The risk involved in many of these industries, as well as the typical lead time in becoming established, 
mean that cheap rents are often critical. It is generally now only in the outer suburbs that these can be found. 

The suburbs are also an important forming ground for cultural industries. They are home to wide range of educational 
and cultural institutions, from local art galleries and museums, to community arts and craft centres, adult education 
and community colleges, amateur theatre and musical societies, language classes, bands and orchestras. While the 
headline ‘success stories’ of Australian cultural industries may appear as belonging to the inner city or to global 
metropolitan circuits, they have often been nurtured and rehearsed in suburban community centres, church halls and 
garages. 
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The international appeal of Australian suburbia should also not be underestimated. There has sometimes been 
bemusement that international visitors to Melbourne could be persuaded to spend $55 and half a day to visit the 
unremarkable suburban cul-de-sac that is the location for Australia’s longest-running soap opera Neighbours ($75 for 
the ‘Ultimate Fan Tour’).36 However, it should not be entirely surprising. From an international perspective, there is 
much that is attractive about Australian suburbia – its open social fabric in which many can find a place, its humour, 
understated sense of community and models of relatively peaceful co-existence. A soap opera representation, as in 
Neighbours, is obviously an idealisation, but it is draws upon a real social and cultural phenomenon. A ‘suburban 
sensibility’ could be found in many other areas of Australian cultural expression – from pub rock to the ‘suburban 
surreal’ of Mambo designs – and could be counted as an area of comparative advantage. 

6.4 Rethinking the Cultural Economy of Cities and Regions 

Recognising the distinctive geography of Australia’s regions and suburbs might lead us to return to the question of 
cities with an altered perspective. The problem with the urban emphasis in policy development in cultural industries 
over the past twenty years is not only that it has excluded non-urban or sub-urban regions. It is also that it has assumed 
a narrow economic focus, resulting in mechanical approaches unsympathetic to local differences. As urban design and 
cultural economy expert Kate Oakley (2004) has argued in the United Kingdom, there has been a tendency to adopt a 
‘cookie cutter’ approach, in which every city must follow the same recipe, emulating global centres of fashion and 
style with a superficial appearance of hip urban sophistication. 

In the UK, the global template is, of course, London where the cultural economy is a very significant sector in its own 
right and also central in attracting and holding mobile workers in other industries. Yet the success of London itself 
was not achieved by a narrow economic focus. Much of it can be seen as the result of organisations and individuals 
simply pursuing their own passions. In the policy arena, many of the most important initiatives were developed by the 
Greater London Council in the 1980s, before the global ‘creative cities’ policy agenda had really taken hold37. The 
objectives of the GLC were, in part, to stimulate the economy, but they were always also much wider than this, 
building on other energies and following social or cultural imperatives such as improving access and democratic 
participation. 

 

 

Implications 

Australia will gain most advantage in its ‘geographic strategy’ for the cultural economy by looking at the latter 
in broad terms and by recognising the complex linkages between economic and other values. Australian cities 
have significant strengths as sites for the development of creative and cultural content. However, the regions 
and suburbs must also be considered and the central cities need to be understood in their own terms rather 
than according to a supposed global template. 

This rethinking of the role of Australian cities will have to address the issue of how culture contributes to the 
negotiation of local and global identities. As the section below outlines, Australian cities are highly diverse and 
can be seen as one of their core strengths for the future. At the same time this diversity brings challenges 
traditional cultural policy often has difficulty coming to terms with. Cities can play a key role in the process of 
negotiating complex and cross-cutting identities, and providing new forms of urban citizenship which are 
broad and flexible enough to manage such diversity.  

We return to this in section 8. 
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7. Cultural Diversity 
 

7.1 Australia’s Cultural Diversity in International Perspective 

 

One of the most distinctive features of Australia is its cultural diversity. More than a quarter of the current population 
is overseas born and the source countries for migration have become increasingly varied. Indeed, in terms of net 
migration per capita, Australia now ranks ahead of other major immigrant nations such as the United States, which has 
long leveraged its migrant diversity in attracting global talent and in projecting its influence around the world. On 
recent figures, Australia receives 5.93 migrants per 1000 head of population per year, whereas the United States 
receives 3.62.38 

 

Australia’s cultural diversity needs to be understood in the context of an enormous increase in global mobility over the 
past thirty years, a development which is having profound effects on societies and economies around the world. In the 
Asia Pacific region, the most dramatic example is China which has seen an exponential increase in outbound travel 
since its adoption of an open door policy in the late 1970s. International mobility is, of course, not the same as 
migration, but the distinction between the two has also weakened in this period, with an increasing incidence of 
‘temporary’ or ‘circular’ migration (GCIM, 2005). 

 

In 2011 net overseas migrant arrivals in Australia reached more than 456 000, of whom 217 000 were on temporary 
visas and 79 000 on permanent visas (ABS, 2013).39 More than 75% of migrants now come from countries other than 
the main English-speaking countries (or 80% for those on temporary visas). The top two source countries for migrants 
in 2012-13 were India and China. The United Kingdom is still a significant source at number three, but makes up only 
11% of total migrant arrivals.40 

 

 

7.2 Economic Benefits of Cultural Diversity 

 

There are a number of ways in which questions of comparative advantage intersect with those of cultural diversity. 
The most obvious is probably the contribution which diversity can make in international competition for skilled 
migrants. In an era of accelerated mobility, this has become an increasingly important arena and it is one in which a 
diverse cultural profile can be a significant advantage. 

 

Australia’s skilled migration program has delivered a number of economic benefits since its expansion in the mid 
1990s. It now accounts for approximately 68% of permanent migrants to Australia, the most common occupations for 
visa grants being Professionals, Technicians and Trades Workers and Managers.41 Skilled migrants have helped to fill 
shortages in the labour market, contributing to economic growth. They are on average younger and better educated 
than the Australian average and therefore boost participation and productivity. 
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Australia’s cultural diversity is widely used in promoting the nation to prospective skilled migrants. For example, the 
Department of Immigration and Border Protection website promotes the nation’s culinary diversity: ‘Australia is a 
country of many cultures, each of whom brings their own flavour to the Australian way of life. This story illustrates 
the way food is contributing to Australian diversity’.42 The website also features testimonials from recent migrants 
about the openness and tolerance of Australia. For example, Gladys, a Chilean-born civil engineer working as a 
Project Coordinator on the Gorgon natural gas project in the Pilbara tells others who may be thinking of the move: ‘It's 
easy to live here because they give you the opportunity to learn and to improve regardless whether you are or not 
Australian … you don't feel like you don't belong, you are part of the society and you have the same opportunities that 
everybody has’.43 

 

Such promotions of Australia around cultural diversity and social inclusion are also important in attracting temporary 
visitors – from tourists to business visitors and international students. Each of these brings significant economic 
benefits. In 2011, activity related to international education alone contributed almost $14 billion to the national 
economy.44 Cultural diversity is routinely foregrounded in marketing to international students and it is reasonable to 
assume that it has been a significant factor in Australia’s success in this field. 

 

7.3 Cultural Benefits of Diversity 

 

There are also social and cultural benefits for Australia in migration. As in other settler societies, it has contributed to 
the very identity of the nation. Increasing levels of European and Asian migration from the 1950s played a significant 
role in breaking assumptions that Australia was merely a derivative culture, an outpost of Britain in the South Pacific. 
In the latter part of the twentieth century, Australia came increasingly to be recognised as a new and even bold 
experiment in cross-cultural exchange between groups from all over the world. 

 

Australia’s location gives it a unique opportunity to participate culturally and intellectually in the Asia-Pacific region. 
It is a location which might be characterised in general terms as close but also displaced or detached. On the one hand, 
Australia is exposed to the enormous changes taking place in the region – through increasing levels of Asian 
migration, as well as contacts through business, education, tourism and regional forums. On the other hand, it retains 
its democratic traditions and historical links with Europe and North America, providing a platform for cultural 
processing or reflection which is not always possible in Asia itself. 

 

An example of this is a growing engagement between Australia and Asia in film. A recently completed ARC 
Discovery project on Asian Australian Cinema documented 539 films, 400 directors and 620 production companies 
which have had some involvement in this exchange.45 Other examples include exchange in art, through the initiatives 
such as the contemporary Asian collection at the Gallery of Modern Art in Brisbane and the residence in Australia of 
significant Asian artists such as Jia Wei Shen and John Young Zerunge. 

 

The cultural benefits for Australia in its diversity could be considered as an end in themselves. But they also feed back 
into economic benefits: those who are attracted to Australia for cultural reasons are likely also to invest in the country, 
to develop business exchanges or to choose it as a tourist destination. International students who come first primarily 
because of cultural factors – Australia’s reputation in education, its open democratic society or its positive models of 
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social inclusion – will often go on to become leaders in their own countries, making decisions in government or 
business which may affect Australia’s future economic prospects. 

 

 

 

 

7.4 Diversity in the Cultural Industries 

 

The cultural industries have an important role to play in maximising the advantages which Australia might gain 
through cultural diversity. Like all industries, they are themselves a terrain of workplace relationships and everyday 
encounters on which questions of diversity are played out. But they are also more than this, participating centrally in 
the formation of attitudes, values and modes of understanding. 

 

There is a rich history of contributions by Australian film, television, literature, art and music in this area, from 
biographies of the migrant experience to representations of a functioning multiculturalism. In recent years, the 
engagement with cultural diversity has sometimes come to be regarded as an ‘elite’ concern, restricted to those with a 
taste for ‘difficult’ fiction or art house cinema. However, it is much more broad-based than this, having deep roots in 
Australian everyday life and popular culture. 

 

A recent example of this – one for which it is also not hard to draw connections with comparative advantage – is the 
2011 film Red Dog. The film was a family comedy with elements of a love story, based around quirky characters 
involved in the mining industry in Dampier on the north-west coast of Western Australia. It is very clearly Australian, 
drawing on iconic images of the ‘outback’ and invoking the rough good humour established for over a century in work 
sites in remote parts of the country. But at the same time, it is thoroughly multicultural, with a colourful caste of 
characters from many different parts of the world. 

 

Red Dog could not be seen as a self-consciously ‘multicultural’ film, nor does its director Kriv Stenders have a profile 
as a ‘multicultural’ film-maker. Cultural diversity is simply present as a consequence of the Australian context and 
production. It is as natural that a group of workers in the mining industry should be represented as diverse as it is that 
one of Stenders’ early films was a documentary, Motherland, which moves between Brisbane and Latvia, tracing 
aspects of his Latvian heritage. 

 

At the same time, questions might be raised about the inclusion of less-established migrant groups in the cultural 
economy. The cultural industries typically present higher barriers to entry by ‘outsiders’ than other industries. 
Becoming established often requires lengthy periods in unpaid or poorly paid work – a cost that new entrants can 
generally not afford. Entry in many areas is governed by network contacts, resulting in a tendency to reproduce 
established employment profiles. State subsidies in the arts can also institute barriers, leading to the formation of arts 
and culture lobbies more interested in preserving current arrangements than in promoting change. 

 

The variety and diffuseness of the cultural industries makes it difficult to locate precise figures on cultural diversity 
across the sector as a whole. The best information is available for government-funded organisations such as the 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation. In its most recent Equity and Diversity Annual Report, the ABC reported that 
12.7% of employees had a non-English speaking background (NESB). This is only marginally less than total 



population figure sometimes estimated of around 15%.46 However, NESB employment was concentrated in areas such 
as technological support (28.4%) and to some extent Administration (19.8%). The NESB participation in developing 
creative content was markedly lower (8.3%).47 This is not at all simply an Australian issue – more research needs to be 
done on this internationally48. 

 

It is likely that a similar bias can be found more generally in the cultural industries. It is consistent with a tendency for 
recent migrant groups to favour education in more technical fields such as business, science or engineering over 
humanities, social sciences or the creative arts. The employment diversity of cultural industries in Australia is one area 
that could be addressed in considering their possible contribution to the nation’s comparative advantage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. Conclusions: Key Challenges for Comparative Advantage 
 

In this section we briefly highlight some of the key challenges facing Australia in terms of its cultural sector in the 
coming decades.  

 

8.1 Governance and Core Values: State, Market, Citizenship 

 

As we suggested above the cultural sector may best be approached as a complex service sector rather than a special 
industrial sector or innovation system – though it clearly involves these two as elements. In terms of governance the 
challenge is to ensure the quality of, and equitable access to, a wide range of cultural goods and services. Doing so is a 
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commitment to, and strengthening of, the core values of cultural citizenship within an economically advanced liberal 
democracy.  

 

This complex sector, involving the production, circulation and consumption of very diverse goods and services in very 
diverse contexts, is an economy. It involves money, contracts, employment, markets, state investment, global capital, 
education and training, profit, materials, logistics – and so on. But like health and education these formal economic 
elements (that is amenable to a particular kind of cost-benefit and rational utility analysis) are embedded in a range of 
social, cultural, ethical, civic, national values that impact on the operation and governance of the sector in a myriad 
ways. The high levels of volunteer, free, informal, not-for-profit, state funded, philanthropic labour indicate this 
clearly, as do the complex ways in which the diverse value of these cultural goods and services is expressed and used 
by individuals and communities.  

 

A cultural economy approach to governance is not simply about ‘the economics of culture’ but an attempt to 
understand how this complex sector holds together, how it creates and circulates value(s), and how it might form an 
object of governance.  

 

The landscape of cultural policy has been vastly complicated in the last few decades by the rise of cultural 
consumption – driven by rising levels of education, leisure and spending power – and the growing aspirations to 
participate in the production of culture, from amateurs all the way up to full time professionals. This has seen the 
market for all kinds of culture grow, and has opened up that market to ever more participants. The Internet accelerated 
but did not start this mass participation in cultural production. And though technologies of production, reproduction, 
distribution and social exchanges around these have been crucial, it is the aspirations towards enhanced and extended 
cultural participation that are most significant.  

 

These developments have challenged existing arts policies (based around direct government funding for traditionally 
legitimised ‘high arts’); national broadcasting configurations (based on government monopoly over relatively scarce 
‘airspace’ or ‘bandwidth’); urban policies (where culture and leisure are now major requirements for citizens, visitors, 
skilled workers and inward investors); educational provision (where media, communications and creative arts 
programs have multiplied despite many obstacles placed before them by governments and traditional universities); and 
a range of other legal regulations of content (classification systems, intellectual property, distribution of royalties and 
various rights-based monies).  

 

It is clear that the ‘default’ position holding up to the 1970s (at least) - that only traditionally sanctioned ‘high art’ was 
worthy of subsidy and the rest of (‘popular’) culture left to the market, and that national identity-building set the broad 
parameters for cultural industries policy around film and broadcasting – was no longer tenable. However, responses to 
these transformations have taken place against a backdrop of a wider debate around the respective roles of State and 
Market – often in a zero-sum context with the positive-negative attributed differently across the political spectrum.  

 

These debates are often presented the proper a balance between State (Culture) and Market (Economics), but this 
misunderstands that the focus on the market provision of culture is not simply about ‘making money’ but about 
individual choice and self-reliance as central to liberal political philosophy. Indeed this liberal philosophy underpinned 
much of Australia’s late colonial and early national arts, cultural and educational policy, providing libraries, galleries, 
concern halls and a range of related educational facilities all aimed to producing self-reliant liberal democratic 
citizens49. In Australia’s case this was done with a sense of democratic equalitarianism that has persisted ever since (at 
least in aspiration).  
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Creative Nation was an attempt to articulate a newer version of the relationship between state and market, nation and 
cultural identity, in the context of a less deferential, more active, more educated, more diverse and more globally 
connected citizenship. Its multicultural vision, as we have seen in section 7 has been relatively successful – though the 
issue of asylum seekers has raised issues of Australian insularity again. Its opening up to commercial popular cultures 
has certainly become more the norm in the way we value culture, but as we have argued above, this embrace of non-
state subsidised culture has been all to frequently reduced to an  ‘economic impact’ in the form of the creative 
industries. 

 

That is, the debates around a new kind of cultural policy became increasingly about the justification of culture in terms 
of economic competitiveness, that only the market could guarantee the range and quality of cultural goods and 
services, that nation states had no role in this provision and that any such state directive, other than the most basic 
infrastructural provision, were elitist/ patronising, or authoritarian and illiberal, or displaced a more dynamic market 
provision.  

 

It is not the intention of this report to decide on the social-democratic/ neo-liberal debates of the past three decades. 
Just to note first, that at present this is making cultural policy very fraught and has put cultural value in crisis. Second, 
that there are many areas in which purely market-based provisions are not working or are producing inequitable and 
poor quality outcomes. Third, that whilst people may be more wary of state provision they have strong collective 
values which they see best guaranteed by the ‘public’ authorities rather than the private sector.  

 

With this in mind we highlight a number of area where a broader cultural economy thinking might be useful in 
looking at the ways in which Australia might use culture as a way of strengthening economy and society around its 
core democratic values. 

 

8.2 The Arts 

 

Though cultural policy often claims to go beyond the arts in the narrow sense it tends come back to them as its 
primary concern. In part this is because these have had traditional legitimacy; in part because they are expensive and 
take up most of the limited budgets. The arts at present are in a legitimacy crisis as surveys repeatedly show how 
audiences for the visual and performing arts are skewed towards the professional classes and those with higher levels 
of education - more generally those in higher socio-economic categories. The Opera usually stands in for this kind of 
‘higher middle class subsidy’.  

 

However, more detailed surveys show a more nuanced picture. A large scale survey in 1999 made a distinction 
between private art and antique collecting; partially subsidised culture (mostly performing arts) where there is also a 
point of entry charge; a public culture which is free – such as museums, libraries and galleries.  

 

Private collecting was very much restricted to those with money and education. The performing arts, which makes up 
‘subsidised culture’, were derived from an older courtly tradition, often relying on codes of participation that were 
highly off-putting, and its institutions had less of a commitment to democratic access. Participation rates were much 
wider in public culture, which not only reflects the free entry but – it has been suggested – the ethos of these public 
institutions, going back to the older social-democratic and liberal citizenship traditions, in which civic and national 
belonging and public education were core values. 

 

The legitimation crisis is complex and contradictory. People who do not attend resent taxes going to their subsidy; on 
the other hand there are high levels of good will towards institutions that they do not use. However, there has been a 



concerted effort in Australia and elsewhere to extend public participation and access from museums, to art galleries, 
and to the performing arts.  

 

The opening up of Sydney Opera house, the proliferation of large and niche festivals, the popularity generated 
by the new approaches to art galleries as in MONA, Hobart, Queensland Museum of Art, Brisbane and the 
Melbourne Now Exhibition at the National Gallery Victoria: these all suggest Australia could take a lead in a 
new democratic non-patronising approach to building new audiences for the arts. 

 

However there are some challenges around the governance of the arts. The main charges against the Australia Council 
as the lead federal body are that state funding goes to large institutions and well-known artists, and that it is highly risk 
averse when dealing with more fluid, complex, scenarios. One aspect of this is that funding is strictly quarantined 
from various commercial uses, with organisations feeling penalised for being entrepreneurial. Another is the inability 
to fund smaller events with more uncertain outcomes. There is also a feeling of a sharp winner-take-all divide between 
the large flagships with their large economies and the ‘flotilla’ of small entities that rarely get access to these 
economies. 

 

There is debate about how the role of the Australia Council might be re-framed – and this is part of a more global 
debate around arts funding bodies established in a different era – but at the moment defending itself against cuts seems 
to be the main concern. 

 

One major problem, from the point of view of this report, is that the cultural or creative industries have been a 
peripheral concern of the arts and cultural funding bodies, who see this as an economic add-on (often in the form of 
creative industries) rather than as a reconfiguration between a full-range of cultural products, services, practices and 
institutions and traditions which has combined social, cultural and economic value combined in complex ways.  

 

8.3 Equity and Participation 

 

As section 7 indicated there are problems of representation of ethnic minorities and migrants in the cultural sector. 
Other studies have shown this also to apply to women and lower socio-economic groups50. The reasons for this relate 
to i) the informal nature of job recruitment in a sector where formal qualifications do not operate as outside and 
informal decisions are the norm; ii) access is through informal networks which are related to family, educational and 
industry connections to the exclusion of those without these; iii) the growth of free labour and internships over the 
past decade has meant that significant support networks (often family) are required to sustain an early career in the 
sector. 

 

We might also note the stricter conditions for the receipt of welfare payments as well as university repayments will 
have strong implications for further inequalities of access to cultural employment.  

 

This is not just about access to employment; the freezing out of certain groups will have strong implications for the 
sort of culture we get.  
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Evidence has long been available that suggests Australian artists are subject to very low pay51. The CIIC report 
indicated that though average pay in design and marketing might be rising it was not so in other part of the cultural/ 
creative industries sector. Evidence globally suggests an increasing ‘precarity’ of work in the cultural sector – where 
conditions of job security, hours of work, access to training, maternity leave and the autonomy of creative tasks have 
been increasingly eroded.  

 

All these aspects of cultural work have been severely downplayed in the boosterism around creative industries but 
need to be addressed as a central issue in the quality of the cultural sector. 

 

8.4 Education 

 

One contradiction frequently pointed out is that between the claims around the knowledge economy, research and 
development and skilled human capital and the on-going reduction of state spending on these by the Australian 
government to rate well below OECD averages.  

 

Arts and humanities subjects have been consistently underfunded by governments and universities even though they 
remain extremely popular as subject choices (and therefore as university income). Equally, universities have sought 
engagement with industry and more recognition of the creative dimensions of the educational experience; nevertheless 
the mechanisms of control in universities have become increasingly linked to the quasi-markets of KPI and finance 
indicators resulting in a large ‘creative deficit’. That is, universities have become increasingly uncoupled from direct, 
flexible and creative engagement with the cultural sector.  

 

At this stage, it is not clear as to the impact of higher university fees – which are set to increase disproportionately for 
creative arts and humanities – on the recruitment of ethnic minorities and lower socio-economic groups to these 
subjects. Nor is it clear what the impact of this will be on existing inequalities in access to employment in the cultural 
sector. 

 

Finally, the predominant mode of justification at university level for direct vocational relevance and contribution to 
GBP has had a destabilising effect on creative arts schools. Whilst many of the ‘elite’ arts training academies are 
likely to survive, equitable access to arts schools – which have been the foundation of much innovative art and popular 
culture over the last half century52 – is likely to retreat in favour of those students able to pay high fees for uncertain 
outcomes. 

 

8.5 Cities, Social Cohesion, Citizenship. 

 

We have discussed cities in a number of places above (sections 1.2; 5.4; 6). Cities have a major role to play in the 
governance of the cultural economy.  

 

Cities are major centres of cultural infrastructure and institutions, production and consumption. These contribute to 
visitor attraction, inward investment, skilled migration and other economic benefits. The cultural economy of the city 
is complex and diverse (see figure 7 above), involving networks and clusters bound together by shared externalities, 
norms and values. At the same time these activities are sources of volunteering and participation, and of a range of 
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formal, informal and part-time employment and trading activity which are deeply embedded in the social and cultural 
life of the city and contribute to the quality of urban life and its core, shared values. All of these are deeply intertwined 
with the spatial configuration of the city.  

 

As such they are extremely complex objects of governance, and the cultural economy no less so. They also face 
challenges of social cohesion and identity, in which the more traditional markers or local – and indeed national – 
identities are increasingly unclear. Though the erosion of national identity in a globalising world is easily overplayed, 
it is clear that urban identification – though mobile, multiple, temporary – is becoming a crucial part of contemporary 
social cohesion. From our perspective, this does not just concern symbolic identification – through various 
multicultural initiatives and projects – but also the ability to participate directly in that cultural economy. In fact the 
two are linked: unless there is diversity of participation in production, there will not be diversity in provision.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Promoting an equitable cultural economy – including the full range of formal and informal, commercial and not-for-
profit, amateur and professional – is crucial to building the new kinds of civic identity in a globalised world (see box 
above).  

 

To do so requires not just the language of business development – the default position for all approaches to the issue 
of cultural economy – but the language of values. This means a recognition of those elements of the cultural economy 
that lie outside formal economic analysis but which make its activities possible. This is already common amongst 
ecological, developmental and feminist economists – who claim variously that the natural world, traditional cultural 
support and domestic labour are either taken for granted or bracketed out from the economic equation.  

 

Thus, for example, the rising cost of education, coupled with the decline in welfare payments and the accessibility of 
cheap inner city space (for residential, workspace and venues) threatens to undermine one of the key hidden 
components of cultural economy53. The free labour given to art galleries and the local scenes within which they are 
embedded easily outstrips the formal public and philanthropic subsidy they receive. Similar things could be said about 
all aspects of the cultural economy. Failure to nurture this ecosystem has long-term consequences for the cultural 
economy, but at present this is difficult to register within the language and concerns of public policy.  

 

Developments such as Renew Newcastle, Renew Australia, as well as Creative Spaces, Melbourne, Sydney’s Small 
Bar and Surrey Hills initiatives - indeed Melbourne’s highly successful Postcode 3000 initiative of the late 1990s – 
show an awareness of key spatial issues. So too the expansion of cultural events and spaces at all levels and across 
different niches bespeaks a real strength in cultural policy in Australia. As shown, for example, in its success on the 
liveability indices. But there is a serious policy deficit around the cultural economy of cities that will need to be 
addressed in the short to medium term.  

 

This policy deficit, we suggest, will not come from the technical language of creative economy development but will 
demand a robust re-statement of the core civic values - of cities and citizenship – for the 21st century.  

 

One of the key obstacles to overcoming of this policy deficit is the dominance of the ‘economic imaginary’, where it is 
the contribution of cities to innovation, competitive and growth that sidelines other civic values and aspirations. 
Australian cities – as the box above evokes – are now connected as never before to the emergent horizon of the Asian 
cities. They could aspire to become cultural economy powerhouses in the Asia pacific region. However, their 
ambitions, their vision and their priorities are very far from engaging with these possibilities.  

 

8.6 Media and Public Sector Broadcasting 

 

																																																													
53 For Melbourne see Kate Shaw (2013) ‘Independent creative subcultures and why they matter’. International Journal of Cultural 
Policy, 19:3, 333-352 



In many respects the media could have been subject of a report on its own. The ‘media industries’ – television, radio, 
recorded music, newspapers and magazines, film, and now the Internet and mobile communications devices that 
intersect with all these – are central to the cultural industries. Since the 18th century they have also been central to the 
public sphere within which the behaviours of governments and populations are framed. Indeed the commercial growth 
of the former has, for many, been a direct threat to the latter.  

 

Public broadcasting has the dominant element of cultural policy since the early 20th century, and it sits at the 
intersection between the commercial media and the ‘public sphere’ whose ‘impartial’ or ‘democratic’ or ‘interest-free’ 
qualities it is in part set up to guarantee.  

 

This is far too big a subject to tackle here in full. From a cultural economy perspective the main issues have been:  

 

• the proliferation of new channels of communication through new production and distribution 
technologies – notably the Internet; 

• the globalisation of media industries – in terms of distribution and production – with the consequent 
demands for access to national markets; 

• the convergence of broadcast media and other communications technologies which has seen new and 
more powerful players enter national and global media landscapes; 

• a proliferation of independent media producers operating in the orbit of the larger national (public 
and private) and global media companies;  

• the increased flows of transnational migration which has increased demand for global media flows 
and undermined the closed ‘national identity’ of many public broadcasting systems. 

In this context, the need for a public broadcast system has been seriously questioned. Cultural arguments against 
patronising state broadcasters and national identity have joined arguments about the end of scarcity and the ability of 
all kinds of content to get to the public that wants it. Equally, claims have been made against public sector 
‘displacement’ or ‘unfair competition’ – as tax-payers money is used to compete against those who need commercial 
income.  

 

Against this are arguments that public sector broadcasting – especially television – remains a central, binding common 
culture as opposed to the fragmentation of niche interests. That it remains more ‘impartial’ than private media 
companies which often pursue a political and primarily commercial agenda. That the market in new media is more 
concentrated – despite its long tail – than the older media – only a few political blogs are read compared to the range 
of local newspapers for example. That the abolition of public sector regulation would lead rapidly to market 
concentration. Finally, that some educative function must remain with a public broadcaster.  

 

There is little doubt that the ABC, as with the BBC, has been caught in ideological crossfire. Yet both of these media 
companies have high levels of public trust and have a global presence that very few of their national private sector 
competitors can command. The role of such large companies as part of a wider sectoral strategy is indisputable – 
including catalysing local independent producers and services, providing training, tailoring to many different audience 
needs, managing complex commitments to national and regional populations and amassing knowledge experience on 
global media trading and collaborations. To attempt a media economy strategy without a strong public sector 
broadcaster in any other country than the US (for well know historic reasons) would be less that wise.  

	

	

	

	



	

	

	

	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Both the BBC and ABC have pioneered the intersection between ‘broadcast’ and ‘internet’ television, with watch and 
listen again facilities, and with a range of on-line news and information services. There is no reason to think that the 
internet age has removed their raison d’etre – though it has completely changed the landscape. The NBN, if it 
happens, will be absolutely crucial to the ability of public sector broadcasters to extend, update and enhance these 
kinds of services.  

 

The point we would highlight here is that Australia has a great depth of knowledge on how a cultural economy might 
be governed, embedded in its long tradition of public sector broadcasting. The large entities have had to account for 
the money they received not in terms of profitability – though their accounting systems are under ever-greater scrutiny 
– but in how they deliver on the values they are asked to serve.  

 

These value-based goals are not incompatible with profitability – as the BBC has shown – but are intrinsic to it. In this 
respect public sector broadcasting represents a kind of model for the complex, multi-value governance systems 
required by the cultural economy as a whole.  

 

8.7 Culture, Media and Communications 

 

The convergence between broadcast media and telecommunications systems, of which that between computing 
devices and content delivery is a key aspect, has transformed the cultural economy. Usually wrapped under the term 
‘digital’ it has been a complex social, cultural, economic and political question rather than one of simply technological 
(‘disruptive’) innovation.  

 

Following on from 8.6 above, Australia has a deep expertise in the field of both public broadcasting and media 
regulation, as well as in the state framing of telecommunications – given the kind of ‘natural monopoly’ which 
Australia’s geographical position and dispersed population often entails. The recent ‘Convergence review’, along side 
that of the Cutler review of innovation, and of classification systems – all suggest this policy expertise. It is all the 



more surprising that policy in this area has been at one remove from thinking around cultural policy. The separations 
of telecommunications from culture and media is common in advanced countries – but has been increasingly less so in 
the last decade. The Department of Culture, Media and Sport in the UK has been able to assert the importance of 
‘content’ in relation to the kind of technical/ business regulation promoted by OFCOM, for example.  

 

The difficulty of arts and cultural advocates to get their interests on the agenda for the NBN was very telling – as is, of 
course, the difficulties faced by an initiative that most advanced economies would see as a bipartisan necessity 
(whatever the delivery details).  

 

This makes it all the more imperative for cultural economy advocacy to be led by a properly designated Federal 
Government department, with a remit that goes beyond ‘the arts’ to embrace media and communications. 

 

8.8 The Asian Century 

 

Australia’s relationship to India, Malaysia, Indonesia, Japan and the region’s economic giant China is inevitably a 
major aspect of any overall scenario within which Australia’s comparative advantage might be assessed. We can only 
touch on one aspect of it here. 

 

As we saw above (3.5) Australia has a deficit in the trade in cultural goods – and as China tops the global league 
tables in these exports we can assume it is the biggest exporter of such goods to Australia. However, Australia has 
only a minor surplus in creative services (at least in 2008), which suggests that the mix of producer, personal and 
social services which make up the cultural sector are barely travelling. As we also saw the overall volume of trade is 
much lower than comparable countries, suggesting a low level of connectivity in this area.  

 

Of course these kind of trade figures need to be approaches with circumspection. In an age of digital connectivity it is 
hard to determine what exactly we might count as ‘export’. Sounds Australia, the music industry export agency, 
suggest that bands touring overseas, digital downloads, the visitor economy around music festivals – all of these might 
count as exports but may not show up in any official figures.  

 

Equally arts and culture ‘punch above their weight’ in terms of the image and ‘brand’ value they might impart to 
Australia. This has been recognised by the current government in setting up ‘cultural ambassadors’ in the arts field – 
though the first (and currently) the only appointment has been to Europe. Agencies such as DFAT’s Australia-China 
Council promote all kinds of cultural and educational links. Other initiatives involving the arts have taken place. But it 
would be fair to say this is an underdeveloped area compared to other countries (3.5). 

 

We might say Australia is not taking advantage of its opportunities; worse scenarios involve Australian becoming a 
new importer of cultural services as well as goods. As one creative industries author wrote: 

 

Nowhere is digital culture transforming economies as rapidly as in Asia. Australia’s competitiveness in our 
region depends on our ability to engage with Asian and especially Chinese digital capital. Pan-Asian digital 
distribution platforms are expanding, consolidating, and professionalising. For the first time in Australia, 
China’s major online mega-corporations including e-commerce firm Alibaba, internet company Tencent and 
Chinese search engine Baidu	are presenting their wares at an inaugural China Digital Conference in Sydney and 
Melbourne in November [2013]. Do Australian creative-digital entrepreneurs possess the requisite business, 
language and programming skills to take advantage of Asian digital markets and the deep export opportunities 



they may offer? This is a major challenge for the future54. 

At the moment there can be no sure answer to this question. Four general points can be made however. 

 

First, the question relates to the deeper cultural orientation of Australia – traditionally looking to America, the UK and 
Europe in terms of its cultural reference points. The Asian Century White paper set out to address this – but was short 
on ideas as how this cultural reorientation might take place. The role of arts and culture – Australian and Asian in this 
process were very much underplayed here. However, the example of Chinese visual art can stand as a good case. 
Australia (through its galleries, art networks, academics and cultural entrepreneurs) has developed strong connections 
in this area, and Australia itself has been seen as a destination for Chinese artists to live and work. Chinese visual art, 
increasingly showcased in the proliferating gallery infrastructure of the large Chinese cities, has become one of the 
main ways in which cultural audiences are engaging with China. 

 

Second, it also relates to the kind of public goals around culture to which we have repeatedly referred in this report. 
One of the key criticisms of the Asian Century White paper was that it was overwhelmingly focused on the economic 
potential for Australia. This is inevitable to some extent, but the failure to address deeper cultural engagement – of the 
kind that exists as almost second nature in terms of Anglo-Saxon culture – is one of the key shortcomings of the 
overall strategy. Art and culture can contribute to this – but not if that too is couched in terms of economic advantage 
alone. 

 

Third, strategies for export cannot just focus on purely economic outcomes; but they must also look to support their 
own domestic system. Australia’s main deficit in terms of creative services lie in the Audio-visual sector. This clearly 
relates to the US’s (and to some extent the UK) domination here. It would be hard to see exports in this area increase 
without ways of strengthening the domestic production, and especially the public sector broadcasters. In the face of 
dominant US private sector corporations it has been state-led broadcasters and film agencies that have led other 
players into the global field. These have both cultural and economic goals as we suggested above. The ABC and SBS 
have tremendous potential to act as sector champions in terms of audio-visual exports; these currently are being cut. 

 

Leaving aside the specific issue of public sector broadcasting, the level of investment into the cultural economy in 
Australia is well below that of other comparable countries. However, rather than compare it to China as a whole we 
might compare Australia to Shanghai, a city with a similar population level. 

 

• In 2012, total export-import volume of Shanghai cultural products and services trade was $16.88 billion, an 
increase of 3.7%. Imports: $6.52 billion; Exports: $10.36 billion. It realized a trade surplus of $3.84 billion,  
$340 million more than last year. 

• Those core cultural products and services such as books, newspapers, radio, TV, advertising, film and 
exhibitions, account for about a quarter of the total amount of import and export volume, with an increase of 
about 10%. Among these, advertising accounted for more than half of the total amount of imports and exports. 

• The United States, Japan, Hong Kong, South Korea and other countries (regions) are still major trading 
partners of Shanghai. 

 

We might add to this the huge levels of investment in arts and cultural infrastructure – galleries, theatres, performing 
arts and live music venues, libraries etc. – and a range of initiatives involving micro-finance, tax breaks, SME support 
strategies, sector development agencies. All of these initiatives in a single city would outstrip the whole of Australia’s 
arts and culture budget. Clearly China is coming from a low base – Shanghai remains still in catch-up position in 
terms of world cultural cities55 - but these do not bode well for Australia’s creative trade deficit. 

																																																													
54 Stuart Cunningham: http://theconversation.com/the-creative-economy-could-fuel-australias-next-boom-19108 
55 World Culture Cities Report, Greater London Authority, 2012. 
http://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/WorldCitiesCultureReport.pdf 



 

Fourth, returning to the wider contribution to Australian society we might emphasis the links between a flourishing 
cultural economy and the attractiveness of Australia for skilled migration from Asia. Rather than the specific ‘brand’ 
or ‘image’ value provided by Australian arts and culture on the international stage, we might suggest that a kind of 
‘deep branding’ is ultimately the best route for Australia. That is,  

the best means of engaging with the growth of the Asian cultural (and other) economies would be the promotion of an 
open, welcoming democratic, egalitarian country in the Asia Pacific.  

 

There is no reason not to think that Australia could become a cultural economy powerhouse in the Asia Pacific. One 
high-flying design professional suggested Australia could become the ‘Scandinavia of the Asia Pacific’. A recent 
(unofficial) survey of the music industry in Shanghai and Melbourne suggested the former could only provide full 
time employment for a handful of professional independent musicians; Melbourne’s music scene supports over five 
hundred. There is no doubt that the potential is there; but the support infrastructure and paid-for know-how is seriously 
lacking. 

 

 

 

 

8.9 Rethinking the Cultural Economy 

 

At the beginning of this report we indicated the role of culture and media in securing an open, democratic liberal 
democracy. There is currently serious debate concerning the ability of democracies to stay democratic in the face of 
globalisation, rising inequality, the political influence of elites and business, wide-spread political disengagement and 
deep-seated resentment against migration and rapid social change. These equations have emerged at a time when the 
global economy faces some long-term challenges from financial instability, slow growth, climate change and the new 
global landscape of various forms of authoritarian capitalism on the Eurasian landmass.  

 

We have suggested that the cultural economy is part of citizenship – in its access to the self-expression and 
community identity and the ability to participate in various formal and informal economic ways in the production of 
social and cultural values and the economic benefits these may bring. Securing these rights of citizenship can be at one 
with securing the growth of the cultural economy in all these areas. But this is unlikely to be achieved through a basic 
growth-led strategy couched in the language of economic competitiveness alone.  

 

There is a clear need to reframe the public value of the cultural sector, at the same time as investing in a range of 
agencies, infrastructures and funds to provide support for the sector. These two imperatives have tended to diverge: we 
assert the value of culture and set up promotional structures based on standard business development models. The 
challenge is to combine the two: new public value and new promotional and support mechanisms. As an indicator of 
success in this rethinking we might use these two heuristic models. The first based around the standard business 
growth models that have dominated policy at federal, state and local city levels. The second suggests other ways of 
framing in growth and value that acknowledges its economic contribution but within a wider sphere of sustainable 
public value. 

  

																																																													
	



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



9. Recommendations 

It is clear from our analysis in this report that Australia has significant comparative advantages in the cultural 
economy. It has creative talent in spades. It also has a deep reservoir of policy know-how – in particular in urban and 
regional cultural policy-making and in its public sector broadcasting traditions. Its cities regularly make the most 
liveable cities index and its success in developing a multicultural society – notwithstanding occasional problems and 
setbacks – is widely admired around the world. It has shown an ability to combine public and private cultural sectors 
and negotiate the diversity of ‘heritage’, ‘popular’ and ‘ethnic’ cultures, making it at times (most notably the mid-
1990s) an internationally recognised model for contemporary thinking on cultural policy. 

However, we would suggest that its policy settings in this area are currently not fit for purpose. On the basis of the 
analysis presented in this report, we would make twelve broad recommendations. Given the broad parameters of the 
report, we have presented these at the level of guiding principles rather than of detailing programs or agencies. 

The intention is that these be generative across a range of contexts and framed in such a way that they can be related 
productively to other contributions to the wider Securing Australia’s Future program. 

1) The cultural economy should be recognised as having a significant and growing economic 
importance to Australia in terms of direct and indirect employment and wealth creation (the cultural 
industries). Considered in its broadest terms – as outlined in the UNESCO 2009 statistical 
framework, and including tourism and sport – it accounts for 20% of most advanced economies. It is 
a sector that Australia cannot afford to ignore. 

2) In developing policy for the area, attention should be given to cultural values as independent of 
economic values. An exclusive focus on economic value is counterproductive, compromising the 
very reasons that people appreciate cultural goods and participate in cultural practices. Such a focus 
also results in numerous confusions, clouding policy development. The functioning and benefits of 
the cultural economy – and thus its policy tools and outcomes – cannot be restricted to the economic 
or business development dimension alone. 

3) The cultural sector should be framed as a complex service sector, involving producer, social and 
personal services as well as links to manufacture and wholesale/retail. It can be compared to health 
and education as core ‘public goods’, but it is a more complex, dispersed and fragmented sector with 
few sectoral bodies to represent it. 

4) The state should be recognised as having a crucial role in the cultural economy. While a number of 
developments have raised serious questions about the legitimacy of the state’s role with respect to 
culture – rising levels of personal cultural consumption, the growth of cultural producer services 
(design and advertising especially), globalisation and the erosion of public sector funding rationales 
– it is a role which remains indispensible. 

5) Consideration should be given to a reorganisation of portfolios in the areas of the arts, culture, media 
and communications to encourage greater integration between them. Policy frameworks and agencies 
in this area are divided not only by the well known levels of Federal, State and Local government but 
also between subsidised and commercial culture and between ‘arts and culture’ and ‘media and 
communications’. One of the real legacies of the New Labour government in the UK was the 
creation of the Department of Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS). In Australia the floating of the arts 
portfolio around various agencies, and its constant seperation from those involved in media and 
convergence policy, and developments such as broadband rollout have seriously inhibited policy 
development. Debates in these areas are a now about decade behind those in North America and 
Europe. 

6) The continued capacity for leadership by the Australia Council should be reviewed. The Council was 
explicitly based on the UK Arts Council model. It is an agency set up to promote the arts primarily 
through public subsidy and advocacy. Such agencies have been undergoing change since the 1990s, 
as both funding levels and the limited purview of their operation have come under scrutiny. However 



important their role, it is clear that a cultural economy strategy cannot be driven by these sorts of 
agencies. There is currently a major policy and agency vacuum within the cultural economy – or 
‘creative economy’ as it is often called in its commercial varient. The complex strategic initatives 
required are mostly impossible given the paucity of resources and expertise most commonly devoted 
to this sector. A revamped Federal Ministry along the lines of DCMS coupled with sector specific 
agencies around Film, Design, Games, Music and so on would be crucial step. They can no longer 
remain as sub-genres within an arts subsidy system. 

7) A strategic review should be undertaken into Australia’s current under-performance in international 
trade in cultural goods and services. Despite the comparative advantages noted above, Australia has a 
greater deficit in creative goods and a smaller surplus in creative services than comparable countries. 
It lacks promotional agencies in terms of cultural diplomacy and of ‘creative export’ development. It 
is disinvesting in arts and cultural economy at a time when the market in the region is growing. More 
troubling, it is doing so at a time when Asian governments – led by the Chinese – have targeted 
cultural exports for large scale strategic investment. 

8) Attention should be given to Australia’s position as an advanced liberal democracy in the Asia 
Pacific. This position gives it great strengths, differentiating it from most other countries in the 
region. But like other liberal democracies, it has recently seen complacency and policy drift. The 
interconnections of civil society and public sphere – both central pillars of liberal democracies – with 
the production of cultural goods (including communications media) by both state and market have 
been a central concern of cultural, media and political theorists since the 18th century. A lack of 
attention to these interconnections reflects not just an underestimation of their economic value but 
also of their central contribution to the values of liberal democracy and the projection of those values 
on the international stage. 

9) In the light of the above two points, consideration should be given the creation of an agency along 
the lines of the British Council, the Goethe Institute, Institut Francais, Cervantes Institute and even 
the Confucious Institute. These are ‘soft power’ or cultural diplomatic institutions, including the 
intersection of aid and development with cultural initiatives. Many of these agencies also provide 
finance, advocacy and local support to the cultural sector of their home countries. The absence of an 
Australian agency has led to a serious deficit in any external recognition of its cultural vitality and 
tradeable goods and services. We suggest that such an agency be given both cultural diplomacy and 
cultural economy remits.  

10) An ongoing effort should be made to engage regions and populations in Australia beyond those 
which are predominantly represented in the major cultural industries. While it may be the case that 
economic output is relatively concentrated in zones of high capital investment near the centre of the 
major cities, there are also considerable cultural resources in Australia’s suburbs and regions and 
among its indigenous and migrant communties. These resources should be nurtured both for cultural 
and economic reasons. 

11) Further investments should be made in improving understanding of the cultural economy and the 
ways it adds value to Australian society. The complexity of the field means that it is often poorly 
represented and overlooked. Consultation should be undertaken with the broad range of interests 
involved in cultural economy – not just the arts and not just the commercial creative sector but 
including cultural workers, urban policy makers, community sector reprsentatives and academic 
researchers. A review of the field should involve question of what is cultural value, how it is 
produced and what measures are needed to achieve this. 

12) A review should be undertaken of the relationship between Universities, TAFE colleges and the 
cultural economy. There is no clear understanding amongst education providers, cultural policy 
makers and the complex and fragmented cultural economy sector as to the role or purpose of HE and 
FE institituions. General invocations of ‘creativity’ and ‘business education’ have signally 
misrecognised the actual working patterns and career aspirations in this sector. At a time when other 
countries – again notably China – are investing massively in creative arts courses, Australia is 



withdrawing resources and increasing barriers of entry to students. A ‘creative education’ summit 
would be the first step in addressing this. 
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