
Title of Project
Boosting employability and progression success rates for FE and HE Performing
Arts students in Peterborough based on local employability needs

Context of the Project
The arts and culture industry is worth £10.8 billion annually to the UK economy,
employing just over 48,000 people in the performing arts sector, with an
average salary of £42,295 , which is around £10K more than the UK average.1

While much of the work in this sector is either freelance or project based, this is
an employment sector that offers good salaries and varied opportunities for
people with the right level of education and training.
Arts Council England (ACE) has placed Peterborough on a list of 54 priority
places across England that require additional investment from ACE to increase
the level of engagement with the arts and culture in the city . A Cultural Strategy2

group has been set up in Peterborough, with representatives from all the major3

arts organisations and providers (including Peterborough College), to help
coordinate the activities and funding applications that will be produced
following the decision by ACE to prioritise investment in the city.
The IEG group is currently the only provider in the city that offers performing
arts qualifications at both FE and HE level through courses at Peterborough
College and University Centre Peterborough (UCP). Understanding the needs of
local employers in the performing arts sector, as well as forging closer links with
them in the future, will enhance the effectiveness of training on offer to
students, and make them better equipped to work in this sector. In turn, this
should increase the number of applications for FE and HE places, securing IEG
as a major provider of performing arts education in the city. This context is the
focus for this research project.

Actions taken during project
The performing arts teaching staff at Peterborough College already have
established links with the main cultural stakeholders in the city. Research was
conducted to establish which of these stakeholders are able to offer
employment opportunities for performing arts students.
Based on this analysis, a list was compiled of companies and organisations that
were then invited to take part in an online questionnaire. An email was sent out
to representatives from each of these companies to explain the nature of the
project and to invite them to participate in the survey. The response rate to the
email was 78%.
The questions were designed to generate quantitative data about their needs as
employers, and qualitative data from open questions that asked them to
comment on their experiences as cultural providers in the city. In particular, the
survey asked them about the level of support for the arts in Peterborough from
both national and local funding bodies, as well as the level of engagement in the
arts from the local community (link to survey).

3 https://peterboroughculturalstrategy.org.uk/

2 https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/LUCPs#section-1
1 https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/publication/contribution-arts-and-culture-industry-uk-economy-0
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The responses to the survey were collated and Thematic Analysis was used to
analyse the qualitative data using a deductive approach based on existing
knowledge of the sector. This created a number of codes - 23 in total - that were
then used to generate a series of themes to help identify the common ideas and
patterns that occurred throughout data.
The table below shows the main themes that occurred throughout the data, and
the number of times that they occured. This list of themes, and their ranking by
occurrence, was used to inform the outcomes and impact of this project.

Table A

Themes Occurrence in data

Funding 20

Employment needs 16

Community engagement 16

Audience engagement 14

Training requirements 12

Diversity 12

Personal qualities 9

Recruitment policy 4

Outcomes and impact of project

Quantitative findings
The tables below show the quantitative data generated by the online survey.
Table B indicates that 57% of respondents are currently recruiting, while 43% say
they are not. Of those planning to take on staff, most are able to offer freelance
or part time employment.
The majority of respondents - 86% - said that they are looking to recruit from
either college leavers or graduates (Table C). This suggests that there are
opportunities for students to find work locally, especially if they establish
contacts with local companies during their studies, e.g. through work
experience or industry placements.
Table D shows that 72% of respondents are able to recruit from the local
Peterborough community. However, some respondents expressed difficulty in
finding individuals with the necessary skills locally because the focus of training
in the city doesn’t meet their requirements, or people often move away from the
city after their training.
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Qualitative findings
The qualitative data gathered from the survey (from which the themes in Table
A were generated) show the areas that are of most concern to performing arts
organisations in the city. Below is a summary of the findings based around these
themes.

Funding
Most of the respondents referred to issues with funding for the arts in
Peterborough. On the whole, the survey found that access to funding from
national organisations, e.g. Arts Council England, especially for those
organisations that are well-versed in the writing of bids and applications.
However, none of the respondents felt that there was either significant
emphasis on the arts by local authorities in the city, or that sufficient funding
was being made available for arts projects. In reply to the question ‘what are
your thoughts about the support for arts by local authorities and funding bodies
in Peterborough’, the comments included ‘appalling’, ‘they do not value or
understand the arts’, ‘really concerned’, ‘could be significantly better’, and ‘they
haven’t got the foggiest’.
While it is not unusual for cultural organisations to express dissatisfaction with
the efforts of local funding bodies, the lack of support for culture in the city has
been highlighted across the board. This has serious implications for the success
of future arts projects in Peterborough, particularly in relation to the investment
on offer from ACE as part of its priority places scheme.

Employment & Training Needs/Recruitment Policy
Of the respondents who made a reference to their employment and training
needs, there was an even split between those who are looking for specific
technical or performance skills from potential recruits, and those who were
looking for personal qualities that would benefit their organisation. Performance
skills include acting, musical, singing and instrumental skills, while personal
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qualities include a willingness to experiment and take risks, having a positive
attitude and being confident.
Respondents were keen to recruit locally, but were not always able to find the
right people with the right skills from the local community. Reasons for this
included the type of training offered in the city, and the fact that people often
have to move away to gain further training which means that ‘talent seems to
leave the city’. Traditional methods of recruitment, e.g. auditions, are not always
the most successful - respondents found that attending shows and workshops,
or recruiting from existing members and staff was also beneficial.
When asked what skills they would like to see developed by performing arts
courses in Peterborough, respondents said that they were looking for students
with an understanding of the sector, technical production skills, the ability to
devise and lead workshops, and the ability to work independently.

Community & Audience Engagement/Diversity
All of the respondents are engaged in projects or activities that are designed to
engage with the local community. These projects vary - some are more focused
on working with young people, e.g. creating workshops, running festivals, or
mentoring, while others are looking to collaborate with artists or co-create
projects with community groups. The respondents all place a high priority on
community engagement, but this does not necessarily involve the creation of
large scale projects - the work being produced is more likely to involve smaller
ventures such as dance classes, provision of rehearsal space, bespoke
workshops, and longer residencies.
There is an overwhelming feeling from all the respondents that audiences in
Peterborough are happy to engage with arts and culture when the work is
‘relevant and accessible’. The idea of relevance came across very strongly in the
survey - responses included ‘the local community won’t come out for anything,’
‘if it’s the right project, people will support and engage’, and ‘there is an appetite
but often what they are offered is not relevant’. The importance of creating
projects that are relevant to younger audiences was highlighted, especially
emerging from the pandemic when older audiences are more risk averse.
The respondents also felt that more work needs to be done to reflect the diverse
communities in the city. There was an acknowledgement that a lot of good work
is being done, but there is ‘a long way to go’.
It was noted that not only do the projects on offer need to reflect the diversity in
the city, but the diversity of staffing within organisations is as important as
programming. Widening participation and involvement will also help to
generate new audiences, bringing with it new revenue streams.
It is clear that increased participation needs to be a priority for everyone - local
authorities, arts organisations and audiences alike. As one respondent said: “Arts
need to be valued in the city before we can authentically tackle this problem.”

Future actions as a result
Based on the results of this survey, there are a number of recommendations that
can be made for the design and delivery of the performing arts courses at
Peterborough College and UCP. They are as follows:
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● Recruitment: to reflect the diversity in the city, more effort needs to be
made to recruit students and staff from a wider range of communities
and backgrounds. This should help to broaden the type of work being
produced by the College.

● Delivery: the new BTEC Performing Arts Practice diploma has a
Performing Arts Industry module that covers areas such as industry
structures and types of employment. Given the overwhelming response
from the survey about the importance of funding and an understanding
of the sector, the delivery of this module should reflect this priority from
local arts organisations. There is an ideal opportunity to invite guest
lectures to talk to students about funding and the type of work on offer in
the city.

● Employer engagement: The respondents to the survey are all interested
in working with young people. However, given the nature of the work
being done in the city, there is more scope for degree (HE) students to
engage with local employers. The results of the survey can be used by the
HE delivery team to approach local employers and work on the design
and delivery of individual modules to increase the opportunities for work
experience and employability. With some of the organisations in the city,
there may even be opportunities for industry secondment, which would
improve the appeal of the degree course to prospective students.
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