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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This Policy Brief examines the topic of new business models which 
generate share value in the cultural and crea ve industries (CCIs) in a 
post-COVID context. The Sustainable Development Goals set by the 
United Na ons present a valuable compass in the quest for a sustainable 
change. The brief argues that the future growth of the CCIs strongly 
depends on their way of doing business, the degree of digital innova on, 
the set-up of new collabora ons, the re-thinking of rela onships with 
audiences and customers and the development of new revenue models. 

The alterna ves that emerged during the COVID-19 crisis so far provide a 
strong founda on upon which to further develop. During the crisis many 
CCIs workers and organisa ons have shown their innova ve power to 
experiment with possible alterna ves, o en in collabora on with new 
partners. When the containment measures forced culture and crea vity 
organisa ons and freelancers to halt their normal ac vi es, many 
promptly adapted to new digital distribu on formats – with interes ng 
lessons learnt to further build upon and to further accelerate a number of 
trajectories towards more sustainability that emerged prior to or during 
the crisis. Given the mul level vulnerabili es that characterised the 
sectors already pre-COVID19, a return to the ‘old normal’ a er the crisis is 
not considered as a viable op on. 

To accelerate these opportuni es, support for innova on and 
experiments will be crucial. The 2030 Sustainable Development Goals of 
the United Na ons can serve as a powerful compass for steering (support 
for) the transi on process as they set clear and interna onally approved 
ambi ons and mobilise every ci zen, organisa on, sector or ins tu on to 
contribute. The crisis has illustrated the power of the CCIs to be(come) a 
substan al partner in the EU’s commitment to implement the United 
Na ons' 2030 Agenda.



CONTEXT

balanced in the pursuit of an improved quality of life2. While sustainability 
is thought as a long-term goal, sustainable development refers to the 
different processes and pathways to achieve it. The UN iden fies four 
dimensions to sustainable development – society, environment, culture 
and economy – which are highly intertwined, and cultural and crea ve 
sectors can therefore contribute to posi ve shi s of a tudes and 
prac ces towards a more economic, socially, and environmentally 
sustainable future both at the individual and the societal level, as outlined 
by Agenda21 for Culture and fully acknowledged by the Commi ee of the 
Regions (CoR), that also pledges to work at local and regional level to 
reach these goals.

COVID-19 crisis has accelerated Intercultural and Crea ve Industries 
collabora on with other sectors and cross-fer lisa on, such as health and 
educa on, to lead to increasing cross-sectoral business and social 
innova on. The Cultural and Crea ve Industries and their workers have 
shown their innova ve power to experiment with possible alterna ves in 
collabora on with new partners, and great opportuni es of the sector to 
contribute to the well-being of ci zens, social innova on and social 
cohesion have been clearly iden fied. In this sense the 2030 Sustainable 
Development Goals provide a valuable compass to guide the CCIs and 
policy makers in the transi on arena towards sustainable change.

Since 2015, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is the main 
plan of ac on for the United Na ons Member States to work towards 
long-term sustainability for people, the planet and prosperity. The 2030 
Agenda itself acknowledges, for the first me, the essen al role of 
culture, arts and crea vity in mee ng the SDGs3.

2 h ps://bit.ly/3mnnXQK 
3 Unlike the Reflec on paper towards a sustainable Europe by 2030 (2019) of the European 
Commission, in which cultural and crea ve sectors are not men oned. 

In the a ermath of COVID-19, and as per the updated EU Industrial 
Strategy, European SMEs need to embrace twin transi ons and remain 
compe ve, being our “economic and social backbone”. As President 
Barroso already men oned in his poli cal guidelines back in 2009, “If 
Europe wants to remain compe ve in this changing global environment, 
it needs to put in place the right condi ons for crea vity and innova on”. 
Years later, it has been proven that crea vity plays an essen al role in 
innova on. Cross-sectoral collabora ons between Culture and Crea ve 
Industries (CCIs) and tradi onal industry lead to ground-breaking 
innova ons, being drivers of economic and social innova on as well as 
deep social impact. Moreover, the current pandemic crisis has revealed 
value chain disrup ons in both CCIs and tradi onal industry and common 
challenges, such as the increased use of digital technologies, 
globalisa on, and the need of having new business models.

The CCIs are in need of a structural transforma on towards more 
resilient, fair and sustainable working prac ces. Furthermore, the 
uncertain course of the COVID-19 pandemic forces us to place this much 
needed transforma on of the CCIs in a (future) context of con nuous up 
and down of disrup ons in people’s personal and professional lives 
(evolving scenario).

“This is not the end of the world, but the end of a world”1. The way we 
think, socialise, spend free me, work, shop and manage businesses will 
never be the same as before. Re-imagining the CCIs of tomorrow 
therefore cannot be tackled through a limited vision on the future but 
requires a broader and forward-looking perspec ve.

Sustainability is defined by UNESCO as a paradigm for thinking about the 
future in which environmental, societal and economic considera ons are  

1 Interview to the Spanish philosopher Daniel Innerarity, March 2020: h ps://bit.ly/3g0X4zG
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In that context, UNESCO (2012, 2019) points out the dual nature of the 
rela onship that the CCIs have with the SDGs:

• On one side, the CCIs are a driver of sustainable development 
themselves, working towards breaking down unsustainable prac ces in 
their own working context and finding alterna ves to replace them with 
more sustainable prac ces. The global indicator framework of the 17 
SDGs should be the basis to inform the future development of the 
cultural and crea ve sector itself in order to reach a social, economic and 
environmental sustainability. A strong, healthy and sustainable CCIs is the 
pre-condi on to ensure that culture can effec vely contribute to the 
achievement of the SDGs. SDGs such as Decent Work and Economic 
Growth (SDG 8), Responsible Consump on and Produc on (SDG 12) or 
Gender Equality (SDG 5) provide a clear compass; and

• On the other, the CCIs are an enabler of sustainable development in 
other domains and society at large, by contribu ng to necessary 
transi on processes with their unique abili es to (re-)imagine and 
(re-)design, cri cally reflect and ques on direc ons, emo onally move 
and engage people, contribute to (interna onal and intercultural) 
dialogue, etc. Cultural and crea ve sectors are in the unique posi on of 
being able to strengthen interna onal rela onships and coopera on, 
contribute to peace and security, generate (social) innova on and 
employment, increase social cohesion and personal well-being. Although 
not all 17 SDGs explicitly refer to culture, it is widely recognised that 
culture and the CCIs can directly and indirectly contribute to all 17 SDGs 
and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development as a whole.
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The 2030 SDGs provide a valuable compass to guide the CCIs in the 
transi on arena towards sustainable change. With this dual perspec ve in 
mind, the future growth of the CCIs strongly depends on their way of 
doing business, the degree of digital innova on, the set-up of new 
collabora ons, the re-thinking of rela onships with audiences and 
customers and the development of new revenue models.

Digital innova on

The COVID-19 crisis has accelerated the adop on of digital solu ons and 
the development of new digital formats. Although it is clear that for some 
sub-sectors – such as performing arts and live music – the digital element 
cannot replace the need for human interac on, there is no doubt that 
digital technologies have successfully enabled organisa ons and 
professionals to con nue producing, distribu ng and maintaining contact 
with audiences and communi es.

The main digital solu ons that have seen an increase in their use can be 
clustered as follows:

• Distribu on of digi sed content4: CCS organisa ons and professionals 
have shown immense resilience, inven veness and adaptability in order 
to con nue to be able to perform business ac vi es and to reach 
audiences. As soon as the strict containment measures banned 
movements and social gatherings, organisa ons and ar sts increased the 
sharing and distribu on of digi sed content. Virtual tours, online 

4 When talking about digi sed content, we refer to online cultural content deriving from the 
digi sa on of both old, recorded material (e.g. old produc ons and performances from archives) and 
new material (e.g. live performances). The difference is relevant as it concerns the possibility for 
current ar sts to perform or to be paid for their previous produc ons. The examples presented in this 
sec on deal with both the perspec ves. 

POLICY ALTERNATIVES
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New collabora ons 

The COVID-19 crisis has accelerated intra-CCIs collabora on, which is 
certainly one of the silver linings of the crisis. Although CCIs businesses 
are certainly not new to intra-sectoral collabora ons to combine efforts 
and resources, the accelera on given by the crisis is an emerging 
opportunity that, if further consolidated, can become an intrinsic 
sustainable component of the business models of cultural and crea ve 
organisa ons and professionals.

At the same me, the crisis has also accelerated inter-CCIs collabora on 
with other sectors and cross-fer lisa on, such as health and educa on, to 
lead to increasing cross-sectoral business and social innova on. Good 
examples of cross-business collabora on can be found in the Basque 
District of Culture and Crea vity, an ini a ve promoted by the Basque 
Government where the cultural and crea ve industries of the Basque 
Country release their full poten al aligned to the RIS3, being the CCIs one 
of the territories of opportunity for the regional priori es iden fied such 
as health, energy and advanced manufacturing.

Re-imagining rela onships with audiences and customers 

Some transforma ve prac ces are also found in the way that CCIs 
organisa ons and professionals physically reached their audiences 
(especially a er bans on movement were progressively li ed). Cultural 
and crea ve professionals were able to reach their audiences and 
customers through hybrid formats in which the physical and digital 
components complemented each other. Although it is s ll uncertain 
whether these con ngent responses will effec vely develop into systemic 
transforma on, they are harbingers of future innova on and have the 
poten al to be scaled up. This innova on is twofold: it deals with new 
ways of doing business and enriching the value proposi on, and it also 
has a possible a ermath on the social level as it strengthens connec ons
between cultural and crea ve organisa ons and local communi es.

exhibi ons, ‘opera on the sofa’, among other ini a ves were organised by 
museums, theatres and individual ar sts. An example applied to 
museums is the ini a ve developed by the Prado Museum together with 
Samsung to develop an augmented reality app for smartphones and 
tablets, the Prado Guide app, which allows you to observe the works in 
the art gallery in detail, interact with them and create personalized ar s c 
postcards, and aimed at all lovers of art history, those who want to 
prepare their visit or spend more me studying the details of their 
favourite works5.

• Digital crea on and mobility: in mes of confinement and social 
distancing, new forms of ar s c crea on emerged. Digital technologies 
have been a valuable ally not only in distribu ng and presen ng physical 
or digi sed crea ve content, but also in crea ng new content. The most 
interes ng experiments come from those sub-sectors that were less used 
(or inclined) to create content with digital formats. As an example, La Fura 
dels Baus reinvented for example the digital theatre recrea ng “Macbeth” 
by video conference, facing the challenge to adapt scenic language to a 
new global stage6. 

In the framework of a long-term transi on, digital solu ons can 
complement the physical element to:

• make the CCIs more economically and financially sustainable and 
COVID-19-proof in the long run;
• make cultural and crea ve content accessible to a wider range of 
people, especially those that are less mobile and/or living in rural and 
remote areas;
• ensure con nuity of contact with audiences and communi es; and
• foster sectoral internal innova on, new ar s c expressions and access 
to new market opportuni es.
 

5 h ps://www.museodelprado.es/apps/guia-del-prado 
66h ps://lafura.com/en/news/la-fura-dels-baus-reinventa-el-teatro-digital-interpretando-macbeth-po
r-videoconferencia/ 
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As an example, we can highlight the experimental nature, such as the 
charity B-artsy, which created a set of micro commissions called CARE7. A 
group of ar sts was commissioned to lead street art interven ons in a 
local housing project where care homes were present. The project has 
been a way to reconnect ar sts with local communi es, and to provide a 
meaningful work opportunity.

Revising revenue models 

The COVID-19 crisis has forced many CCIs organisa ons and professionals 
to further restructure and rethink their revenue models.

Mone sa on of digital content is certainly not a new topic for the CCIs, 
especially for those subsectors that usually produce content in a digital 
format (e.g., gaming sub-sector) or are used to distribu ng content 
digitally, although not yet with sustainable remunera on models (e.g., 
music, film, radio and television, book publishing and press and, to some 
extent, visual arts). However, the COVID-19 crisis has accelerated the 
exploita on of digital income sources by those sub-sectors that had not 
yet fully implemented digital in their income models due to the 
predominant physical/live component, such as performing arts, live 
music, and heritage.
‘Hire ar sts’, for example, is a marketplace designed by and for ar sts to 
facilitate crea ve exchanges during this unprecedented crisis. 
Furthermore, it is an opportunity for ar sts to diversify their income and 
gain support8.

7 h ps://www.b-arts.org.uk/care  
8 h ps://hirear sts.org/#about 
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The main role to be played by European policy makers in the sustainability 
transi on process is to strengthen the resilience of the CCIs by:

• crea ng an enabling formal and regulatory environment for 
transi on, by making the necessary changes to the social, ins tu onal, 
and economic regulatory frameworks within which the CCIs operate;
• embedding the sustainability transi on approach in policy design, in 
support of the CCIs as driver and enabler of sustainable development;
• considering the CCIs as an integral part of innova on ecosystems14  
at all levels, while at the same me adop ng a wide impact-oriented 
no on of innova on (technological, social, design, environmental) in 
policy design; and
• promo ng and ac vely suppor ng (interna onal) collabora on and 
cross-fer lisa on at all levels (intra-sectoral and cross-sectoral) with 
relevant stakeholders.

Policy makers have an important role in accelera ng the upscaling and 
consolida on of strong and more sustainable alterna ves, while at the 
same me ensuring the phasing out of unsustainable structures and 
prac ces in the CCIs. 

In order to establish poten al mechanisms to help Cultural and Crea ve 
Industries in their post COVID-19 transforma on, it is clear that a 
sustainable transi on will be the result of a combina on of individual, 
sectoral and policy ac ons and strategies. 

9 An innova on ecosystem is the evolving set of actors, ac vi es, and ar facts, and the ins tu ons 
and rela ons, including complementary and subs tute rela ons, that are important for the innova ve 
performance of an actor or a popula on of actors. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Policy ac ons to focus on shall strengthen the Cultural and Crea ve 
Industries by:

• expanding and clustering a network to secure the resilience across EU 
industrial ecosystems by developing new value chain interlinkages 
between industrial SMEs and CCIs;
• reinforcing the resilience of European key industrial value chains by 
implemen ng a unique methodology;
• cross-fer lisa on combining exis ng technologies to help industrial 
SMEs and CCIs embrace digital and green transi ons, suppor ng both 
disrup ons in exis ng value chains and the development of new 
innova ve global value chains;
• upskilling and reskilling the workforce, a rac ng talents whilst fostering 
clustering industrial SMEs and CCIs closer;
• fostering interna onal coopera on with CCIs, to enable European 
industrial value chains to become worldwide leaders, understanding new 
trends at an early stage, and reac ng early to emerging opportuni es of 
interna onal par cipants and clients.
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