ACE Review

1. Impact and Reach of the RSC

With a unique mandate to deliver an inspirational, artist-led programme, develop essential
sector skills, and bring Shakespeare’s work to life through innovative engagement and
learning, the RSC:

¢ Hassold 1,637,000 tickets in 2023/24 for UK performances, attracting audiences from
Penzance to the Shetland Islands and from 74 countries worldwide.

e |sthe largest ACE NPO outside London, employing 900 staff and 700 freelancers
(2023/24).

e Has an annual touring programme, including small and large-scale tours to schools,
communities, and major venues and 16 deep partnerships with theatres across
England.

e Reaches 500,000 young people, 1,000 schools and 2,000 teachers each year.

o Works with a national network of 280 associate schools and across 100 towns and
cities in England, which will grow to 350 by 2025/26

e |sthe only performing arts organisation with Independent Research Organisation
status.

e Produced landmark research, Time To Act (2024), which provides statistically
significant evidence of our approach and the role of the arts in improving young
people’s social, emotional, and academic development.

e Has 19 apprenticeships and the Next Generation talent development programme
offering pathways for young people from low-income backgrounds - over 500
participants to date.

2. The Opportunity

The arm’s length principle for funding arts and culture in England is valuable and should be
maintained for a variety of reasons including enabling artistic freedom and fairness in
decision-making. This Review of ACE presents an opportunity to improve in the following
areas:
a. Anexpanded mandate to better support and maintain the interconnected
ecosystem.
Reframing ACE’s strategy so it is audience-focussed and artist-led.
Develop a relationship model between ACE and who it funds which is more
transparent, supportive and efficient.
d. Improved Impactvia Education Specialist Hubs

These points are expanded on below.
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A. Expand the Mandate to Support an Interconnected Cultural Ecosystem

The RSC would welcome ACE co-creating a strategy with its National Portfolio
Organisations (NPOs) to build resilience and minimise duplication within the performing
arts ecosystem. This approach would make better use of public funds and, crucially, better
serve audiences and communities, balancing national and local priorities.

This strategy could include the co-development of a jointly owned target, with intentional
geographical spread, that all nationally funded organisations with a national remit work
towards. We suggest focusing on increasing the number of people engaging with arts and
culture, combining efforts to maximise impact and deliver clearer accountability for public
investment.

A more collaborative and strategic approach would:

e Enable the collection of accurate sector data to inform:

o Workforce strategies, in partnership with trade associations. Notably, many
freelancers lack representation beyond their trade unions and many more fall
outside trade union remit such as those that work with schools and
communities’; ACE could play a vital convening role to ensure shared data and
insights inform workforce strategies, supporting talent pipelines and minimising
skills gaps.

o The development and implementation of policy initiatives related to skills,
transport, visitor, and nighttime economies.

o Other initiatives informed by high-quality data and insights.

e Support and incentivise touring, building on ACE’s Touring Fund.
e Foster collaboration with the British Council to support soft power initiatives.

B. Artist-Led and Audience-Focused: A Strategy for Arts and Culture

The RSC believes that artistic excellence and access are mutually reinforcing and should
be valued equally. We would welcome a reframing of ACE’s strategic approach to be both
artist-led and audience-focused. This would enable a more flexible approach, moving away
from a ‘one size fits all’ model for co-creative practice.

As we are five years into a ten-year strategy, we would welcome a review of the impact
of Let’s Create, aiming to achieve the best outcomes through an artist-led and audience-
focused lens.

"School and community work is a significant part of the Let’s Create strategy yet there is not overview of this
workforce across the portfolio
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C. More Transparent, Supportive, and Efficient Relationships

The RSC encourages ACE to be more transparent in funding decisions and to manage
relationships with funded organisations in a supportive and efficient manner.

While our current relationship with our ACE manager is positive, we would welcome a more
‘two-way’ mode of engagement across the sector—where challenges and issues can be
discussed openly, and data and insights freely shared, with all parties working towards the
shared goal of delivering brilliant, accessible arts and culture across England.

We also advocate for a more efficient reporting system, focused on value-added outcomes.
Data shared by funded bodies should be aggregated and disseminated back to the sector
to inform delivery and decision-making, enabling organisations to be more future-focused
and supporting wider sector development.

A two-way approach to relationship management and greater transparency would add
strategic value for organisations applying for, planning, and delivering ACE-funded work,
ensuring data is used effectively. We also recommend a more tailored approach to holding
funding bodies to account. Specifically, for all NPOs the burden of reporting is extensive,
irrespective of size and resource available to collate and submit data, which does not feel
proportionate to the size of different NPOs. We also note that the experience of NPOs is to
input data with no follow up e.g. corresponding insight and learning is not shared. As well as
the scale of reporting required, greater communication and transparency on what the data
is being used for and revisiting it again in future to support learning and improvement would
both help with understanding what data is useful for ACE from NPOs and why and help to
improve delivery in the sector overall.

D. Improved Impactvia Education Specialist Hubs

ACE fundingis crucial to engaging children and young people in arts and culture inside and
outside of school. To maximise impact, we believe efficiency gains can be achieved through
a model which defines specific NPOs as specialist Hubs for arts learning practice, where
practitioners working at scale and with evidence-based approaches share best practices
with partners across England.

The RSC stands ready to collaborate with ACE and partners across the ecosystem to share
evidence-based approaches and work at scale to improve engagement with schools,
teachers, and young people.

More information about our award-winning arts learning work is available on our website.
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3. Aboutthe RSC

The Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) is a national theatre company based in Stratford,
working locally, regionally, in London, and globally. We seek to redefine how Shakespeare
and great storytelling can connect us, create opportunities, and bring joy. Our work brings
people together to deepen understanding of ourselves, each other, and the world around
us, and to reimagine what’s possible.

We deliver creative brilliance through an artist-led programme that reaches people across
multiple platforms, championing the development of craft and talent, and bringing
Shakespeare's work to life through learning and engagement for and with audiences, young
people, schools, communities, and partners across the country.

For more information, please contact Sophie Davies, Policy and Communications Manager,
at sophie.davies@rsc.org.uk.

Question 1: In what way(s) does ACE fulfil its current mandate? - [free text box]

The RSC believes the arm’s length principle for funding arts and culture in England is valuable and
should be maintained for a variety of reasons including enabling artistic freedom and fairnessin
decision-making.

ACE fulfils its mandate of championing, developing, and investing in artistic and cultural
experiences to enrich people’s lives by funding organisations such as RSC to deliver brilliant and
accessible art and impactful community engagement. The RSC uses ACE funding to enable the
delivery of national partnership working.

The RSC works in communities across the country, with learning and participation partnershipsin
place in 100 towns and cities across England with 280 schools and 16 regional theatres. The RSC
tours work to these communities including the small scale First Encounters with Shakespeare
production of King Lear which will tour to venues in autumn 2025 and the large-scale production of
Hamlet which will tour to regional theatre partners in spring 2026. The Spring 2025 tour of First
Encounters: The Tempest engaged more than 12,814 people across the tour, with 49% of the
audience being new to Shakespeare, which ACE is supporting through a touring grant.

The RSC’s ACE grant does not cover all the cost of the above work, with funding also derived from
private doners, corporate sponsorship, trusts, foundations and ticket sales.

Question 2: What changes, if any, would you like to see in ACE’s mandate? - [free text box]
Please see fuller introductory comments above. In summary, the RSC believes that the arm’s

length principle for funding arts and culture should be maintained, but that the ACE Review
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presents an opportunity to develop its mandate. This includes expanding ACE’s remit to better
support and maintain the interconnected ecosystem, reframing ACE’s strategy so it is audience-
focussed and artist-led and developing a relationship model between ACE and who it funds which
is more transparent, supportive and efficient.

Question 3: How would you rate ACE’s performance against its mandate?

e Verypoor

e Poor

e Average

e Good

e Verygood

Question 4: In what way(s) could ACE deliver more effectively? - [free text box]

In summary, the RSC recommends that an expanded mandate for ACE to better support and
maintain the interconnected ecosystem is important, alongside reframing ACE’s strategy so itis
audience-focussed and artist-led and developing a relationship model between ACE and who it
funds which is more transparent, supportive and efficient.

In practice, this could mean ACE co-creating a strategy with its National Portfolio Organisations
(NPOs) to build resilience and minimise duplication within the performing arts ecosystem. The RSC
believes that artistic excellence and access are mutually reinforcing and should be valued equally.
The RSC also encourages ACE to be more transparent in funding decisions and to manage
relationships with funded organisations in a supportive and efficient manner that is more ‘two-way’
where challenges and issues can be discussed openly, and data and insights are freely shared
across the sector.

To maximise impact of ACE funding, we believe efficiency gains can be achieved through a model
which defines specific NPOs as specialist Hubs for arts learning practice, where practitioners
working at scale and with evidence-based approaches share best practices with partners across
England.

The RSC stands ready to collaborate with ACE and partners across the ecosystem to share
evidence-based approaches and work at scale to improve engagement with schools, teachers, and
young people.

Question 5: On a scale of 1 -5 how strongly do you support ACE’s current 10 year strategy
Let’s Create

e Do notsupportatall
e Mainly don’t support
e Neutral

e Mainly support
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e Fully support

Question 6: What is important to you in the Let’s Create strategy? - [free text box]

As we are five years into a ten-year strategy, we would welcome a review of the impact of Let’s
Create, aiming to achieve the best outcomes through an artist-led and audience-focused lens, to
review the effectiveness of the strategy. We agree with the investment principles and outcomes
and believe that the strategy should include a focus on children and young people. ACE funding is
crucialto engaging children and young people in arts and culture inside and outside of school, and
the Let’s Create strategy is important within that.

Question 7: In what ways would you wish to enhance the strategy?- [free text box]

The RSC believes that artistic excellence and access are mutually reinforcing and should be valued
equally. In reframing ACE’s strategic approach to be both artist-led and audience-focused, it would
enable a more flexible approach, moving away from a ‘one size fits all’ model for co-creative
practice. Through a co-created strategy with ACE’s NPOs, we believe that the health of the wider
ecosystem would be supported to build resilience and minimise duplication through collaboration
with national partners This approach would make better use of public funds and, crucially, better
serve audiences and communities, balancing national and local priorities.

Question 8: Arts Council England is the development agency for arts and creativity - How
effective is it in delivering this role? What does it do well and what could it improve? - [free
text box]

The RSC believes that ACE’s arm’s length principle for funding arts and culture helps to enable
artistic freedom and fairness in decision-making. In its role as the development agency for arts and
culture, we would welcome ACE co-creating a strategy with its NPOs to build resilience and
minimise duplication within the performing arts ecosystem. This approach would make better use
of public funds and, crucially, better serve audiences and communities, balancing national and
local priorities.

We believe a more collaborative and strategic approach would enable the collection of accurate
sector data to inform workforce strategies, in partnership with trade associations. Notably, many
freelancers lack representation beyond their trade unions and many more fall outside trade union
remits such as those that work with schools and communities?; ACE could play a vital convening
role to ensure shared data and insights inform workforce strategies, supporting talent pipelines
and minimising skills gaps. We welcome the inclusion of the Freelancer Champion in the new

2School and community work is a significant part of the Let’s Create strategy yet there is not overview of this
workforce across the portfolio
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Creative Industries Sector Plan as a step towards this and want to work with ACE and other
partners to ensure this role delivers impactful change.

The RSC also notes that there are enabling sectors and industries that have a significant impact on
the preforming arts sector’s ability to deliver for audiences — namely education and skills,
transport, visitor, and nighttime economies, for example. We would welcome ACE workingin
partnership with us and other organisations to articulate arts and culture sectors’ needs from

these enabling sectors and collaborating to ensure the potential for growth is maximised and ability
to deliver for audiences is not impeded.

We also recognise that there are significant disparities between which parts of the country get
access to different art forms and cultural practice. There is a need for stronger strategic thinking
around touring work. For example, the costs of large-scale touring (outside of commercial models)
are prohibitive and there is currently a lack of clarity about the expectation of NPOs in relation to
touring responsibilities, especially in organisations that are funded to work nationally.

A co-created strategy with the NPOs could also support and incentivise touring, building on ACE’s
Touring Fund and foster collaboration with the British Council to support soft power initiatives.

Question 10: What should ACE’s role be in promoting and supporting technological innovation
across the arts and culture sectors, and can you share any thoughts on its visibility in this
regard? - [free text box].

The RSC believes that ACE should continue to support and enable technological innovation for
sectors to allow artists and organisations to remain relevant and fit for purpose with the use of new
technologies. This approach should be artist-led and focused on the creatives who will use the
technology. ACE’s role should be to enable NPOs and organisations to work with a range of artists
and experts through ownership of the sector ecosystem to match and map artists with NPOs to
support Research and Development (R&D) opportunities.

Research and Development is crucial to this; ACE can play a key role in convening spaces for
testing and development to enable the sector to support the use of new technologies. Using a
strategic approach to these funding decisions, this could cover all areas of Al and technology
usage for the industry, from adoption and research to protecting copyright and IP for freelancers
and artists when creative work is used as part of Al firm’s data inputting.

The RSC’s Interdisciplinary Fellows programme (supported by UK Research and Innovation (UKRI)
Arts and Humanities Research Council) is an example of enabling R&D from artists. Specifically,
the programme is part of a feasibility study initiated by the RSC, funded by the UKRI Arts and
Humanities Research Council, and developed in collaboration with international cultural and
research organisations. A thought stewardship programme, the study includes an annual, year-
long fellowship centred on historically underrepresented voices, bringing together an international
community of artists, researchers and cultural workers responding to the cultural and societal
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change needs of the performing arts sector and beyond. The R&D this has so far enabled includes
research into believability and truth in Al.

Embedding Al and technology into the workplace, particularly for creative industries needs
significant research and thought, and this is where artists can support in informing on how this
needs to work in practice, through an ACE strategy that features creative innovation and
technology to ensure the sector remains at the forefront of any advances and to maintain this
across the entire ecosystem.

Question 11: When applying for grant funding from Arts Council England, to what extent do you
agree with the following statements:

e 11.1. ACE staff are responsive and helpful and work collaboratively with me to ensure my
application is as strong as possible

e 11.2.The guidance and instructions provided by ACE staff are clear and easy to understand

e 11.3.The guidance and instructions on ACE’s website are easy to find and easy to understand

e 11.4. ACE staff are knowledgeable and understand the specific needs of the sectors and regions
in which they work

e 11.5.Theresources required to engage in the application process are proportionate

e Strongly disagree

e Disagree

e Neither agree nor disagree
e Agree

e Strongly agree

e Don’t know

Question 12: Please choose three priority areas where ACE could improve its grant application
process.

e Issuing guidance on application criteria
e Application support

e Online application form

e Decision making process

e Timing of receiving decision

o Application feedback

e Receivinginitial payment arrangement

Question 13: What do you think of the level of data and information requested by ACE in proportion
to the amount of funding being applied for?
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Far too little

Not quite enough
Just right

A little too much
Far too much

Question 14: ACFE’s funding decisions are...

Based on clear evidence

Reflective of community needs

Reflective of national priorities and needs
Transparentin rationale

Consistentin approach

Strongly disagree
Disagree

Neither agree nor disagree
Agree

Strongly agree

Question 15: How clear is ACE in communicating, including when sharing the results and
reasons for its funding decisions to applicants?

Very unclear

Somewhat unclear
Neither clear nor unclear
Somewhat clear

Very clear

Do not know

Question 16: Please rate your agreement with the following statements:

16.1. ACE clearly defines the intended outcomes and impacts of its funding programmes
16.2. ACE collects relevant data to measure the actual outcomes and impacts achieved
16.3. ACE transparently reports on the demonstrated impacts of its investments

16.4. The information ACE provides about its impacts is easy for the public to understand
16.5. ACE’s approach to measuring and communicating impact is effective in holding the
organisation accountable

Strongly disagree
Disagree
Neither agree nor disagree
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e Agree
e Strongly agree
e Don’tknow

Question 17: What, if anything, do you think ACE could do to better measure and
communicate its impact? - [free text box]

The RSC would suggest a more efficient reporting system that focuses on value-added outcomes.
Data shared by funded bodies should be aggregated and disseminated back to the sector to inform
delivery and decision-making, enabling organisations to be more future-focused and supporting
wider sector development.

A two-way approach to relationship management and greater transparency would add strategic
value for organisations applying for, planning, and delivering ACE-funded work, ensuring data is
used effectively. We also recommend a more tailored approach to holding funding bodies to
account. Interms of ACE’s role in commissioning research, in partnership with AHRC or the PEC,
this could play a vital role in helping the sector to better understand how far access to the arts has
moved on since the Warwick Commission’s data in 2015, which showed that of the 8% of the
population who were the biggest consumers of culture in the UK, they were the best educated,
wealthiest and least ethnically diverse 8% of the population. There is currently a gap in
understanding how this has progressed as a key measure for the sector as a whole.

Question 18: Based on your experience or knowledge, please rate the following aspects of
Arts Council England’s engagement with local stakeholders:

e 18.1. ACE’s efforts to actively engage with regional stakeholders and other relevant Public
Bodies / organisations

e 18.2. ACE’s efforts to actively involve local organisations, and community groups in
decision-making

e 18.3. ACE’s incorporation of local stakeholder input when setting funding priorities and
program designs

e 18.4. ACE’s transparency in communicating how local stakeholder feedback influences its
decisions

e 18.5. ACE’s efforts to engage with diverse communities including in deprived areas

e Verypoor

e Poor
e Average
e Good

e Excellent
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e Don’tknow

Question 19: Are there ways that ACE could improve engagement and responsiveness to local
communities? - [free text box]

As an organisation with a remit to work nationally, it is difficult to assess ACE’s engagement in local
communities. The RSC has deep and long-term partnerships with schools and communities in 100
towns and cities across England. There may be a tension between a question that presents as
place-based and a portfolio which includes organisations funded to deliver against a national
remit. We would suggest ACE could consider ways in which organisations themselves demonstrate
the ways in which they are engaging with and are responsive to local community needs. Is it the role
of ACE to work directly with local communities or is it the role of ACE to ensure that the
organisations they fund are deeply connected to and responsive to the needs of the communities
they work with and in?

ACE funding is certainly crucial in supporting the portfolio to engage children and young people in
arts and culture inside and outside of school and in their communities. To maximise impact, we
believe efficiency gains can be achieved through a model which defines specific NPOs as specialist
Hubs for arts learning or community arts practice, where practitioners working at scale and with
evidence-based approaches share best practices with partners across England.

The RSC stands ready to collaborate with ACE and partners across the ecosystem to share
evidence-based approaches and work at scale to improve engagement with schools, teachers, and
young people.

Question 20: ACE Relationship Managers are often the first and most important port of call for
organisations in receipt of ACE funding. If relevant to you, how would you describe your
experience working with your ACE Relationship Manager? - [free text box]

Our current relationship with our ACE manager is very positive and we have a strong working
relationship with them. We would also welcome a more ‘two-way’ mode of engagement across the
sector—where challenges and issues can be discussed openly, and data and insights are freely
shared, with all parties working towards the shared goal of delivering brilliant, accessible arts and
culture across England.

A two-way approach to relationship management and greater transparency would add strategic
value for organisations applying for, planning, and delivering ACE-funded work, ensuring data is
used effectively. We also recommend a more tailored approach to holding funding bodies to
account.

Question 21: Based on your experience or knowledge, please rate the following aspects of
Arts Council England’s collaboration and knowledge sharing:
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21.1. How effective is ACE at cooperating and sharing knowledge with the United
Kingdom’s Arts Councils in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland?

21.2. How effective is ACE in fostering international collaboration, and promoting British art
and culture abroad?

21.4. How effective is ACE at working with other agencies and bodies in the creative sector
to promote and enhance the UK’s creative capabilities?

21.5. How effective is ACE at working with and bringing different institutions and
organisations together to support arts and creativity in places?

Very ineffective

Ineffective

Neither effective nor ineffective
Effective

Very effective

Don’t know

Question 22: How much involvement should the national government have in the work of

ACE?
°
.
.
°

Limited involvement
Some involvement
Moderate involvement
A lot of involvement
Maximum

Question 23: How much involvement should local governments have in the work of ACE?

Limited involvement
Some involvement
Moderate involvement
A lot of involvement
Maximum

Question 24: How much influence should each level of government have in funding decisions?

24.1. Local government e.g. local councils
24.2. Regional government e.g. Mayoral/ Combined Authorities
24.3. National government

No influence at all
Nearly no influence
Moderate influence
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e Near totalinfluence
e Totalinfluence
e Don’t know.

Question 25: How effectively does the government hold ACE to account?

e Veryineffectively

e Quite ineffectively

e Neither effectively nor ineffectively
e Quite effectively

e Very effectively

Question 26: What is the biggest challenge facing the arts and cultural sector in the next 10
years? - [free text box] -

The arts and cultural sector are facing substantial challenges over the next 10 years, including
funding models, growing capital infrastructure needs, the use of Al and copyright for creatives and
the rising costs of touring work.

As shown in the Society of London and UK Theatre’s The State of British Theatre® report, the
creative industries are worth over £125 billion to the UK economy but face mounting challenges
with theatre leaders running a deficit and 32% projecting a shortfall this financial year. This is due
to the rising costs of making theatre, underinvestment in skills training, growing capital
infrastructure needs and pressure on touring with rising transport and production costs. Without
additional public investment, nearly 40% of theatres could close or become unusable through
these capital infrastructure needs. The rising production costs which have risen post-Covid are
now at the point where they outstrip revenue, which the RSC is currently taking action to address.
Our capital need is significant and we are currently doing work to quantify this need properly.

At the RSC, we invest in touring our production of Hamlet in 2025 to our theatre partners, allin
areas of structural disadvantage. However, there are significant financial risks with domestic
touring, including rising transport and production costs. Internationally, we have previously toured
with Matilda The Musical which has visited over 100 countries and have had productionsin
America including Pericles in 2024 and Kyoto in 2025. International touring faces additional
challenges around trade uncertainties and complexities with visas.

Alongside this, creatives are facing challenges with copyright and IP around their work being
protected against Al firms. Legislation is needed to ensure Al firms are transparently using creative

3 Society of London and UK Theatre — The State of British Theatre: Growth, Risk and the Urgent Need for Public
Investment
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content and fairly reimbursing creatives for use of their IP and copyrighted material to ensure the
sector is supporting creative innovation. Despite welcoming over 37 million audience members
and generating more than £1 billion in revenue for the first time in history, showing the growth of the
sector, the challenges to sustain this growth and success are substantial.

We would suggest that the government and ACE should work collaboratively with the sector to
ensure IP legislation keeps pace with technological developments, to ensure creative contentis
being used transparently and that creative content creators are fairly compensated for content that
is used.

Question 27: What are the most important things Arts Council England should focus on?- [free
text box]

See above our full response but in summary, ACE should focus on an expanded mandate to better
support and maintain the interconnected ecosystem, reframing ACE’s strategy so it is audience-
focussed and artist-led and developing a relationship model between ACE and who it funds which
is more transparent, supportive and efficient.

Question 28: What changes would you like to see regarding ACE’s statutory functions? - [free
text box]

Alongside an artist-led and audience-focused strategy for arts and culture to build resilience and
minimise duplication within the ecosystem, ACE funding is crucial to engaging children and young
people in arts and culture inside and outside of school. To maximise impact, we believe efficiency
gains can be achieved through a model which defines specific NPOs as specialist Hubs for arts
learning practice and community arts practice, where practitioners working at scale and with
evidence-based approaches and share best practices with partners across England.

The RSC stands ready to collaborate with ACE and partners across the ecosystem to share
evidence-based approaches and work at scale to improve engagement with schools, teachers, and
young people.
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