
1 
 

Public hearing on  

Defining the Future EU Culture and Media Programmes 

European Parliament, Brussels, 26 April 2012 

 

Presentation by 

David Hesmondhalgh  

(Media Industries Research Centre, University of Leeds, England) 

Let me start by saying that the Creative Europe programme is justified in seeing 

the creative and cultural sectors (or the commercial and non-profit sectors) as 

intimately connected, and that there may be policy advantages in incorporating 

them within the same framework. Both sectors involve the production of symbolic 

goods, centred on aesthetic and expressive needs. They are also linked together by 

virtue of the fact that they compete over the same portions of people’s leisure time 

and expenditure. 

However, critics of the proposed programme are in my view correct to worry 

about the status of the non-profit cultural sector within such a joint framework, in 

particular about potential disparities between the opportunities available for the 

‘cultural sector’ on the one hand and the commercial ‘creative sector’ on the other. 

As the details of future Culture and Media programmes are worked out, careful 

attention should be paid to these potential concerns, for reasons that I shall try 

briefly to explain in what follows.   

The Creative Europe proposals echo many recent developments in cultural policy 

around the world in paying considerable attention to the idea of ‘the creative 

industries’. So an understanding of the historical and economic context behind ‘the 

creative industries’ as a sector and as a policy concept is useful. I actually prefer the 

term ‘cultural industries’ so I’ll use that term here.   

An outline of the development of the cultural industries and related cultural policy 

can be briefly laid out: 

 As a result of increasing leisure time and the expansion of communications, 

there was a massive growth of cultural industries from 1920s onwards, and 

then a spread of these industries across most of the world in the late 

twentieth century.  
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 The cultural industries boomed, but the sector was soon marked by high 

levels of concentration, conglomeration and vertical integration across all 

major forms of commercial cultural production. 

 All economic sectors are marked by concentration and integration, but 

arguably the cultural industries are particularly prone to these dynamics, 

which derives from the high risk nature of the sector, which in turn partly 

derives from the highly unpredictable nature of demand for cultural goods. 

As Oscar-winning screenwriter William Goldman famously commented on 

the reasons why some films succeed and some fail: ‘Nobody knows’. 

 Crucially, in the context of EU policy, these concentration dynamics have 

strong spatial aspects in the cultural industries. In principle, anyone 

anywhere can make music or write a story, and so artistic and cultural 

production should be decentralised. In reality, there has been heavy 

concentration of resources and influence in hubs: Hollywood for film, New 

York and London for music industry, etc. Hence the uneven development, 

inside the EU and across regions, which EU cultural policy needs to 

counter. 

 Historically, since the Second World War in particular, national 

governments have subsidised those sections of the arts which needed 

support in order to preserve heritage and foster national identity, and also to 

promote the well-being of citizens – though sometimes, it seemed, a 

privileged few. 

 By the 1980s, ‘modernist’ claims for the superiority of ‘high culture’ began 

to erode for a number of reasons, including the obvious fact that the 

commercial sector was capable of producing enriching artistic products. 

There were also, however, dubious populist attacks on the social value of 

culture and the arts in the name of a sometimes shallow anti-elitism. Some 

argued that subsidy and support for the arts should be reduced or even 

abandoned because cultural production could take care of itself. 

It was in this context that cultural policy began to change across some of the 

world. In the wake of postmodernism and neo-liberalism, defenders of financial 

support for the arts and culture in many places increasingly relied, not on 

arguments about the contribution of arts and culture to the well-being and identity 

of citizens, but on arguments about their economic impact. This included effects in 

generating tourism, but it also included the idea that the goal of cultural policy 

could be to boost employment in supposedly growing sectors such as the cultural 
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industries, increasingly named ‘the creative industries’ from the 1990s onwards (in 

Europhobic Britain, I’m afraid this was because ‘culture’ sounded too European).  

How accurate are such views about the direct and indirect economic impacts of the 

arts, and of the creative industries? There is huge and unresolved debate about the 

merits and demerits of the various indicators and measures. I would make three 

points here however: 

 Although the rapidity of its growth is exaggerated, it is nevertheless true that 

the creative industries sector continues to expand steadily in regions such as 

Europe, at least relative to the rest of the economy, and the sector looks set 

to continue growing in the future 

 Europe needs some kind of integrated creative industries policy, not only in 

order to encourage identification with European-ness itself, but also to 

address uneven development and other problems in this increasingly 

important area of economic and cultural activity 

 Europe has a competitive advantage over many other areas of the world in 

terms of artistic and cultural production because of its high levels of 

education, heritage preservation and numerous urban enclaves of bohemian 

creativity. So, in terms of the stated aim of Creative Europe to contribute to 

providing growth and jobs by 2020, it makes sense to pay more serious 

attention to the cultural and creative industries. 

Nevertheless, and this takes me to the second part of my contribution, to justify 

continued subsidy for culture primarily on the basis of economic growth is to risk 

losing sight of the benefits of the arts and culture for what Aristotle called 

eudaimonia, or human flourishing, and the potential difficulties of sustaining these 

benefits within a commercial system.  

Arguably, there are two main obstacles in modern societies to the contribution that 

culture and ‘the arts’ might make to human flourishing. Both of these obstacles are 

directly relevant to the future of the Culture and Media programmes. One is 

inequality on the demand side: fundamental problems in audience access to, 

participation in and exclusion from culture. For many decades, in Europe and 

elsewhere, national policy makers have pushed cultural institutions to address these 

problems by linking funding to attempts to broaden and diversify audiences. There 

have been some successes and many failures; and cultural policy nearly always 

needs to work with other aspects of policy, perhaps especially education, in order 

to combat exclusions of disadvantaged groups effectively. The creative industries 

may seem to solve the access problem by using market mechanisms to allocate 
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resources and audiences, but this is not in fact the case, because of a number of 

problems concerning markets for cultural goods, which I’ll come back to. It is hard 

for me to see how the Creative Europe proposals intend to address such problems 

as they relate to cultural and creative markets. 

The second major obstacle to the contribution of arts and culture to human 

flourishing is inequality on the supply side. Here I return to the point I made 

earlier, that the high risk nature of business in the creative industries sector, 

combined with other features, tends to lead to market and spatial concentration. 

Even if money is targeted at small and medium sized enterprises, there is a danger 

that their greater lobbying power and business clout might enable creative 

industries, in the longer run, to capture more and more of the EU Culture budget 

as a whole. In this sense, the introduction of a much greater level of attention to 

creative industries in the next round of Culture and MEDIA programmes might 

unintentionally serve, to use an English idiom, as ‘the thin end of the wedge’ – a 

way of opening a problematic space which may be small but which may be 

expanded later.  

Here we come to problems of implementation which others may be more qualified 

to speak about than me. My understanding is that the Media and Culture ‘desks’ 

might be an important way of trying to combat this capture. If these two functions 

are going to be combined at the national level, in order to create efficiencies, this 

may result in synergies, or it may result in a clash of cultures, and the more 

powerful set of interests prevailing. Careful attention will need to be paid to this 

issue, in order to ensure that ‘culture’ staff respect the dynamics of the creative 

industries, and their ability to produce life-enriching and identity-enhancing goods; 

and, equally, to ensuring that creative industry-oriented staff understand the 

distinctive needs of the non-profit sector. 

Returning now to the systematic problems of markets in the cultural and media 

sectors, let me clarify that I am not taking an anti-market position per se. We can 

recognise that the market is in general the most effective device for generating the 

kinds of goods that contribute to people’s well-being while also seeing that the 

market often fails to do so in specific cases and areas under present conditions. 

Countless economists and sociologists have shown that a number of specific 

features of cultural commerce make market mechanisms ineffective as ways of 

allocating cultural goods across societies (even if they might be highly effective in 

individual cases such as the Beatles, Kraftwerk or Manu Chao). These features – to 

use the economists’ terms - include imperfect information among consumers, the 



5 
 

tendency of cultural goods to operate as public goods, and the very high ratio of 

fixed to marginal costs which help to create winner-take-all markets. The profound 

problems of market failure in culture, combined with the well-recognised 

important implications of culture for the well-being of individuals, nations and 

societies, means that government regulation and subsidy continue to be necessary.   

Two final points can be drawn from this discussion.  

Firstly, the creative industries may be growing steadily, as I indicated above, but 

questions need to be asked about the degree to which jobs in the growing but 

high-risk creative sector are actually sustainable. A large number of studies have 

shown that the quality of working life in media and cultural businesses is often 

rather poor, especially in sectors such as UK independent television production, 

because of the relatively unprotected and precarious nature of employment there. 

To what extent might the EU use funding in the cultural and creative sectors to 

ensure that jobs not only increase, but are also of good quality? 

Secondly, in relation to the very tricky and technically complex issue of loan 

guarantees, there are questions about how they would work and whether they 

would be effective. Claims about leverage effect are difficult to assess. Another 

issue is whether the system might simply create an industry of intermediaries, often 

far removed from the actual world of cultural production. As the next round of 

EU cultural policy develops, it would be good to see the emergence of strategies 

for avoiding inadvertent public subsidy of the banking and finance industries. 

In sum, the Commission’s recommendation to move media and culture within the 

same programme may in many respects be welcome, but I urge the Parliament to 

do what it can to ensure that the non-profit and micro-institutional cultural sector 

is protected from marketising forces, and from the greater power of the creative 

industries.  

  


