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Introduction

Last year, Arts Council funded organisations 
earned £57.5 million from international 
activity and reached more countries and 
overseas audiences than ever before. 

This is an important, growing success story.

It’s not all about money. Artists, arts 
organisations and museums in England have 
long been involved in international collaboration 
and exchange which broadens our own 
experience and culture and gives our nation an 
international presence.

But just as we recognise the contribution made 
to our local economies by museums, galleries, 
theatres, concert halls and festivals, so too  
we should highlight how they contribute to  
a growing market for culture overseas.

By 2030, Asia alone will contain  
3 billion people with disposable 
income for leisure and culture –  
five times as many as the  
whole of Europe. And as the 
audience multiplies, so do  
the producers, the venues  
and the opportunities.

This is a snapshot of the 
international activity of our 
arts organisations. It shows 
the significant level of overseas 
collaboration, co-commissioning and 
touring and the growing importance 
of income from international work.

In the wake of the EU referendum, 
it is more important than ever to 
secure our established European 
partnerships and build new 
relationships around the world. 

Arts leaders are creative; they are 
also impresarios and entrepreneurs 

working on an increasingly global scale. This 
document sets out a few examples of what 
they are already doing and gives a glimpse of 
the great opportunities ahead.

It highlights how global exchange  
enriches the art we make and experience – 
so that British audiences enjoy the best  
of the arts and British artists can continue 
to be part of the international cultural 
dialogue that has been critical to the  
spread of peace, prosperity and democracy.

Sir Nicholas Serota CH  
Chair, Arts Council England 
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All the world’s a stage

There’s a bigger market for the arts than 
ever before. UNESCO estimates the size  
of the worldwide cultural and creative 
industry market at US$2.25 trillion, 
employing nearly 30 million people.  
That is larger than the GDP of India.      

Alongside the exponential growth in digital 
interaction, the number of bricks and mortar 
venues continue to increase. That great global 
city New York has 721 art galleries, 420 theatres 
and 277 music venues. But Rio de Janeiro has 

Hofesh Shechter Company is one of the 
world’s leading dance companies. The Arts 
Council funded company plays at festivals, 
dance houses and venues across the globe. 
Its 10 full-time dancers come from eight 
different countries. International touring 
contributes an average 41 per cent of annual 
turnover, as well as providing opportunities 
to showcase the work to a global audience, 
identify talent and build relationships across 
the dance world. In the last three years,  
they have taken work, for the first time,  
to Hong Kong, Macau and Taipei. 

During 2017-18, their most recent  
production, Grand Finale, will visit UK 
theatres alongside a 40-date international 
tour including Paris, Athens, Stuttgart,  
New York, Montreal and Oslo. 

Henny Finch, Executive Director, said, 
‘International touring is the lifeblood 
of our organisation; it makes our work 
financially possible and, by bringing diverse 
multinational influences to our practice,  
it makes our work better.’

155 theatres and 108 galleries, while Seoul has 
79 music venues and hosts 298 festivals a year. 
From Hamburg to Harbin, striking new buildings 
to house the arts are opening, each needing 
input, collaboration and content. 

In the UK, the creative industries are growing 
faster than any other part of the economy. 
Creative industries exports have also grown 
year-on-year. Services exported by the creative 
industries are worth £19.8 billion to the UK 
economy and account for 9 per cent of total 
UK service exports. The UK is the third largest 
exporter of cultural goods and services in 
the world, according to the latest global 
comparisons – just behind China and the US. 

In 2015/16, Arts Council funded 
organisations took 2,465 productions and 
138 exhibitions overseas. They earned £57.5 
million from international activity and a 
further £10.9 million inward investment 
from abroad. The Arts Council works closely 
with the British Council to maximise the 
international impact of our investment.

Grande Finale, Hofesh Shechter Company 2017.  
Photo © Rahi Rezvani. 



Hitting the road

In 2016, Arts Council England published the 
results of a comprehensive survey of the 
international work undertaken by its National 
Portfolio Organisations, the backbone of 
England’s cultural infrastructure. Most National 
Portfolio Organisations took part in the survey, 
and their input gives the first robust snapshot  
of where, how and why the arts in England 
work internationally. 

Nearly two thirds of National Portfolio 
Organisations reported taking part in 
international activity, most often touring, 
undertaking co-productions or taking  
UK artists abroad.

For the majority, this was a growing and 
important element of their work. For some,  
it had become a core activity. 

The Philharmonia is an international 
orchestra with 80 members from 15 
countries across the world. In the past year 
the Philharmonia undertook major tours to 
the West Coast of the USA and Japan and 
Taiwan and a residency at Festival d’Aix en 

Provence. An international presence allows 
the orchestra to reach new audiences 
and develop markets for recordings 
and apps. Their titled conductors are 
Finnish, Czech, German and Russian 
and the principal international partner, 
Wuliangye, was the first Chinese 
company to sponsor a UK arts 
organisation.

By artform: 
• theatre had the highest absolute number  

of National Portfolio Organisations  
working internationally 

• dance had the highest proportion of National 
Portfolio Organisations working internationally 

• music had the highest average number 
of international projects by each National 
Portfolio Organisation 

International work has become essential  
to many National Portfolio Organisations’ 
business models. Six per cent of National 
Portfolio Organisations rely on international 
work for 75 per cent or more of their income. 
On average, international activity makes up 
14 per cent of participating National Portfolio 
Organisations’ income.   

The Royal Shakespeare Company, for example, 
tours internationally all year round. Matilda  
The Musical was taken to Australia, Broadway 
and 15 US states last year. 
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65%
of arts and culture 

organisations  
take part in 
international  

work

Philharmonia Orchestra, Festival d’Aix-en-Provence 2016.  
Photo © Vincent Beaume



The majority of arts 
organisations are motivated by 

the opportunity to showcase new 
work, learn from other cultures and artists 
and bring international work to the UK.  

Working abroad offers arts organisations the 
chance to enhance their reputation, develop 
artistically and place new work in a global 
context. In many cases, it’s essential for  
work to be showcased and tested globally. 
Higher artistic quality is good news for  
home audiences.

In the past five years, Writers’ Centre Norwich has  
worked with partners in Japan, India, China, Korea,  
Myanmar, Singapore, Poland, Turkey, Scandinavia, Europe 
and South America, developing relationships, commissioning 
new work, engaging audiences and sharing expertise. In the 
last year, they’ve generated more than £150,000 from their 
international partnerships.  

Manchester International Festival (MIF)  
is a biennial artist-led festival presenting  
new works across performing arts, visual 
arts and popular culture. It has produced 
world premieres by Steve McQueen,  
Robert Wilson, Wayne McGregor,  
Damon Albarn and Marina Abramovi.  
Arts Council funded MIF has worked with 
more than 50 commissioning partners on 
shows that have travelled as far afield as  
Los Angeles, Shanghai and Abu Dhabi.  
The Festival also works with artists 
on unique touring projects. 
Björk premiered works at 
Manchester in 2011 and 
2015 and invited MIF 
to take Björk Digital, 
her new multimedia 
exhibition, on tour. 

International activity 
contributes to arts  
organisations’ financial 
resilience. 

While Arts Council investment 
remains at an average of 22 per cent 
of National Portfolio Organisations’  
income, local authority investment has fallen. 
International income is part of a vital increase  
in earned income – box office receipts, 
hospitality, shops and services – that has grown 
by 25 per cent in the last five years. Earned 
income now accounts for more than half of 
overall National Portfolio Organisation income. 

While the drive to seek new audiences  
overseas creates new income streams,  
this is nothing without the art. 
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Kolkata Literary Meet, Writing Places II, Writers’ Centre Norwich.  
Photo © Writers’ Centre Norwich



Where in the world

The English language, shared culture or a history 
of artistic partnership are the best guides to 
where arts interaction is currently strongest. 
North America and continental Europe remain 
the most popular places to tour or collaborate.  

In all artforms, the USA is the most popular 
destination. Some countries figure more highly 
than others for particular artforms. Visual arts 
organisations, for example, record connections 
with China and Poland, which otherwise do not 
figure in the global top 10. 

With more British arts organisations working 
internationally than ever before, there is 
a growing interest from National Portfolio 
Organisations in collaborating further afield. 
China is the most popular new destination. 

Other leading emerging markets for international 
projects and trade include India, South Korea, 
South Africa, Iran, Hong Kong, Colombia and 
Indonesia. 

In 2015/16, many countries in pre-emerging 
markets hosted collaborations with British 
arts organisations, often for the first time: 
Seychelles, Somaliland and Kazakhstan  
among them. 

British Underground led an Arts Council 
funded delegation to this year’s SXSW 
festival in Austin, Texas. It gave British 
artists the opportunity to showcase their 
work and meet peers from across the 
world at the global meeting place for the 
interactive, film, and music industries.
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Top 10 export markets for arts and culture
1. USA 6. Italy
2. France 7. Australia
3. Germany 8. Belgium
4. Spain 9. Canada
5. The Netherlands 10. Sweden



Kneehigh are an Arts Council funded international touring theatre based in Cornwall who have 
recently toured USA, South America, Australia and New Zealand. In 2016/17, they toured 946:  
The Amazing Story of Adolphus Tips to Berkeley, Los Angeles and New York and their current 
show, The Flying Lovers of Vitebsk, moves to Los Angeles next year. Touring to the USA is more 
lucrative following recent exchange rate changes but audience development, showcasing new 
work and building relationships with other companies are also important. Kneehigh have partnered 
with Berkeley Rep, St Ann’s Warehouse NYC and the Wallis Annenberg Centre in the USA, and 
the Melbourne and Adelaide Festivals in Australia.

South Korea’s annual Zandari Festival is the 
biggest event of its kind in South Korea and 
the gateway to the Korean music market. 
Liverpool Sound City received funding 
from the Arts Council’s International 
Showcasing fund to develop new markets 
and audiences in South Korea by showcasing 
UK artists and bands at the festival. The 
festival takes place alongside MU:CON, one 
of the largest music conference and global 
music showcases in Asia, which includes 
networking programmes to stimulate artists’ 
global expansion and music business.
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1. For the organisation to experience and learn from other cultures
2.  To place our work in global context
3.  To showcase our work
4.  To bring international work to the UK
5.  To increase access to British work internationally
6.  To generate additional income
7.  To tap into a larger market/satisfy greater demand internationally

Motivations for international activity
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946: The Amazing Story of  
Adolphus Tips, Kneehigh. 
Photo © Steve Tanner

Source: TBR international research. Based on 276 responses.



What we do

Arts Council England is investing a total of 
£18 million in 2015-18 to encourage artists 
and arts organisations to develop their 
work, promote collaboration and grow 
markets internationally.  

We work closely with partners including the 
British Council, Department for International 
Trade, the GREAT campaign, British Embassies 
and the Creative Industries Federation. 

Investment by Arts Council England is a catalyst 
for growth. Every £1 invested via the PRS for 
Music International Showcase Fund in 2013-16 
generated an additional £8.90 – a return on 
investment of nearly 900 per cent. 

South Korea is the focus of a £1.4 million 
collaboration with Arts Council Korea to 
support 21 projects in England and Korea. 
Reimagine India is a £1.8 million cultural 
exchange programme that has made 39 awards 
for projects across both countries. Artists’ 
International Development Fund, run in 
partnership with the British Council, has given 
731 awards to enable individual artists to visit 
100 different countries including US, Australia, 
India and China. These Arts Council investments 
have been facilitated or enhanced by our 
partnership with the British Council. 

The Arts Council awarded £300,000 from 
International Showcasing to support the 
Diaspora Pavilion at the Venice Biennale 
2017. Delivered by the International  
Curators Forum and University of the Arts 
London, the pavilion showcased the work  
of emerging and mid-career Black and 
minority ethnic artists at the world’s leading 
visual arts gathering. 

The Arts Council’s £4.5 million International 
Showcasing fund invests in projects which 
introduce English culture to international 
promoters and develop the international exports 
market. Ambition for Excellence supports 
exceptional work across artforms, including 
internationally, and our Strategic Touring 
programme has funded a wealth of projects to 
tour international work in England in 2015-17. 

International collaboration, with and 
beyond Europe, looks set to increase in 
2018-22. Many organisations in Arts Council 
England’s new National Portfolio feature 
international activity strongly in their future 
plans. The Arts Council will work with 
partners to champion excellence across 
borders and open new global markets for 
the best of English arts and culture.

Charity registration no 1036733  
You can get this publication in Braille, in large print, and on audio CD.  
© Arts Council England, July 2017 
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Phone: 0845 300 6200
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Facebook.com/artscouncilofengland
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