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Managing art is no easy feat
By Zhang Heyang

Since September last year, former artistic director Myra Loke has been acting as the general
manager of the local puppet theatre company, The Finger Players. She admits that it is not
easy to hire the right general manager for the theatre company. There have been several
appointments in the past few years but none of them lasted long. Her ideal general manager
candidate should have three to five years of experience in leading a team, be familiar with the
local arts policy and ecosystem, be able to play a coordinating role between artists, sponsors
and related institutions as well as have a strategic view and vision for the development of the
theatre company.

Many small and medium-sized local performing arts groups have matured in their artistic styles
and standards through years of arduous work. However, behind this improvement of
performance on stage and the process of professionalisation of arts groups, many small and
medium-sized groups are experiencing management talent shortage.

In the process of professionalisation, some small and medium-sized local arts groups feel that
they are “incapable of playing many roles” and face the predicament of a lack of management
talents. Management needs talents just like artistic development does, and arts management
needs talents with strong holistic capabilities and good understanding of both internal affairs
and “diplomacy”. Leaders of art groups are thirsty for talents, and the field of art education is
constantly looking for ways to nurture talents.

Although there are arts management courses at various levels from diploma up to master's
degree locally, senior management talents with professional management experience and
familiarity with the local arts ecosystem are still in short supply. The experts interviewed also
have varying views on the future sustainability of the local arts management field.

Wearing multiple hats is the norm

“As the term suggests, a general manager has to manage everything, including people, money
and operations. However, talents with such abilities are needed in all sectors and professions.
As a niche art group, the salary we can provide is hardly competitive,” Myra Loke said. "There
are currently six full-time members in The Finger Players, and most of them are stage
performers who also do publicity, administration and other chores. However, art and
management are both full-time jobs that are highly professional and require a lot of time and
energy.”

Elvia Goh, general manager of the local Chinese chamber orchestra Ding Yi Music Company,
understands the situation of The Finger Players very well. Ding Yi Music Company currently
has seven full-time administrative staff but some also have to handle financial, personnel,
production and publicity affairs at the same time. Elvia Goh said: “Small and medium-sized arts
groups operate like start-up companies, and it is common to wear multiple hats. But now that
orchestras have become corporatised, they need a professional system and the introduction of
professional management concepts. Not to mention that arts groups usually apply for
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government funding and raise funds from organisations, so every penny must be accounted
for.”

With the continuous economic development, arts and culture have become an indispensable
part of social life. According to the 2022 Arts Census released by the National Arts Council in
September 2023, nearly 60% of the public attended offline arts activities that year, and more
than 30% of the public took part in art activities in person.

If corporate governance is the basic competence of any manager, arts managers also need
sophisticated social skills. Elvia Goh also hopes to find an assistant general manager to
cooperate with her in handling the orchestra's internal affairs and “diplomacy”; they must have
the communication skills to handle relationships with all external stakeholders and maintain
daily contact to build relationships; they must also master the artist's language, as only with a
good understanding of art can one make the team work in harmony. However, to a certain
extent there is a natural tension between the professionalism of management and the
subjectivity of art. Elvia Goh said: “The management goal of commercial organisations is very
clear, which is to create profit. However, the value of arts cannot be directly measured by
money. In addition to artistic achievement, there are also considerations such as impact on
communities. Arts management requires very comprehensive capabilities.”

Status of local arts management talent training

Although there is no shortage of arts management courses locally, such all-rounder talents are
still hard to come by. Elvia Goh pointed out that many people choose the arts management
major and enter the arts industry out of love for the arts itself. “They may be passionate about
planning a concert and the production behind it, but they may not be interested in doing
financial reporting or human resources work.”

Elvia Goh graduated from Singapore Management University with a major in business, and she
is also the founding leader of the SMU Chinese Orchestra. She became familiar with the
operation of an orchestra as early as when she was still in university. After graduation, she
worked in the National Arts Council and accumulated years of experience in organisational
management and cultural policy. In 2019, she and several alumni of the SMU Chinese
Orchestra took the opportunity at the 10th anniversary of the founding of the orchestra to
launch the “Guo Yongde Arts Management Scholarship”, which is awarded to current SMU
students who are interested in pursuing arts management.

The essence of arts management comes from practice

At SMU, arts and cultural management is open as a second major to all undergraduate
students who are interested in arts management. Lin Jiexin, currently a senior majoring in
psychology, became interested in performing arts because she participated in the university's
broadcasting and entertainment club and funk dance group. She took the second major in arts
management and successfully applied for the Guo Yongde Arts Management Scholarship.

Lin Jiexin said: “In 2023, | participated in the Singapore Night Festival 2023 as an intern,
collaborating with groups such as The Theatre Practice and Centre 42, and found out that |
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was more interested in drama. | am about to graduate, and | am also seriously considering
applying for jobs in the arts management field.”

Course leader, Assistant Professor Hoe Su Fern, explained that this major was established in
2012, and about 40 students apply for it every year. Although the proportion of students who
work in arts management after graduation is not high, arts management talents who graduated
from SMU have shown above-average “durability” in the industry.

Low starting salary is not the biggest problem

To understand the sustainability of the arts management industry, Hoe Su Fern collected
extensive industry data from 2020 to 2022 and investigated the current workplace situation of
local arts management workers. Regarding Myra Loke’s observation that “salary is not
competitive enough”, Hoe Su Fern said: “Unfortunately, this is the reality of the industry.
Although there are financial sacrifices, those who truly love working in the arts will also gain
satisfaction and a sense of achievement from it.”

As the nature and skills of the arts management and community work sectors are quite similar,
Hoe Su Fern used social work as a reference and found that the average salary in arts
management was 20% to 25% lower, and most arts groups did not have year-end bonus
benefits. “Low starting salary is not the biggest problem. Five years after entering the industry
is the peak period for changing careers,” Hoe Su Fern said. “Most young people face real
pressures such as getting married, buying a flat and having children. If they don't see room for
advancement, they will leave.” However, she pointed out that arts groups are generally aware
of this problem and have made salary adjustments in recent years, including the payment of
13th month salary and other benefits.

For young people who want to study or engage in arts management, Hoe Su Fern’s advice is
that passion alone is not enough—it may be extinguished. The job also requires professional
skills, the ability to collaborate and adapt. “If you want to work in arts management, go and
experience how an arts group operates first for a period of time, such as half a year or three
months so as to ascertain if that is the life you really want.”

Hoe Su Fern believes that the essence of arts management comes from the accumulation of
practical experience, much of which cannot be taught in books or in classrooms. In the future,
there will be more demand in the arts management industry, and there will be more arts
management graduates, but the supply and demand relationship between the two may not
necessarily satisfy each other. A diploma in arts management is not a necessary requirement
to become a good manager.

Teaching without dichotomy

The University of the Arts Singapore, which is about to start classes this year, offers a Bachelor
of Arts Management Honours programme. Prior to the 2024 intake, this programme at
LASALLE College of the Arts was validated by Goldsmiths College in London. Dr Jonathan
Gander, Head of the School of Creative Industries at LASALLE, said that whether management
as an empirical subject can be taught in the classroom as a major has been a long-standing
debate in the academic community. This is because management science as well as the arts
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itself are constantly evolving, while professionalisation means the canonisation of knowledge.
However, he believes that basic management concepts such as finance and human resources
remain unchanged and universally applicable.

Gander shared that the bachelor's degree programme in arts management takes three years.
The first year's courses include management concepts such as finance and marketing, while
the second year looks more in-depth at the special context of arts management. In the final
year, students must conduct independent research and solve problems or propose business
model innovations based on real-life cases of local arts management.

Gander said: “I do not educate students to become so-called professional management talents
based on the dichotomy of managers or artists. My teaching philosophy is that anyone working
in the creative industries must be guided by creative thinking to create arts or solve problems.”

When asked whether the arts management industry has “lower salaries” and whether he would
prepare students mentally for it, Gander said: “On the contrary, | would ask them to raise their
expectations of themselves, dare to dream and not set limits for themselves.” He pointed out
that the employment prospects of arts management students are actually diverse. In addition
to working in cultural institutions, more and more graduates are choosing to start their own
businesses. “The rapid development of the internet and digital technology has lowered the
threshold for starting a business. This is an era of creative economy.”

Leaders should have firm beliefs

Wu Qingli, a senior local arts leader who has served as the art director of the Singapore Arts
Festival for 10 years, pointed out that business capabilities at the management level can be
learned from practice. After graduating with a major in history, she worked in the then Ministry
of Culture and later the National Arts Council. Starting from small projects to eventually leading
national music competitions and international art festivals, it was an accumulative process.

However, to become an arts leader, it is more important to have a firm belief and an attitude of
embracing trial and error. Wu Qingli said: “Arts work has always been at the forefront of the
times and ideas. You must have the courage to try new methods; be curious and dare to ask
questions, be open to new artistic developments and trends and care about what is happening
in society. One must also have good interpersonal skills, the ability to build friendships,
partnerships and effective network resources locally and internationally as well as the
determination and be thick-skinned to overcome difficulties.”

Wu Qingli often participated in performing arts markets in various places. It was also during her
tenure that Singapore hosted for the first time the International Society for the Performing Arts
(ISPA) conference and held the first Asian Arts Market. She said: “As an arts leader, my
working attitude is to always think about what can be done better, what is lacking locally, what
needs to be changed and what difficulties there will be. After thinking it through, start taking
action.”

At 6pm on February 2 (Friday), LASALLE College of the Arts will invite scholars from the
University of Melbourne, Australia, to share the stage with lecturers and graduate
representatives of the school’s arts management programmes for a roundtable discussion with
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the theme of “Demystifying arts management as a profession”. This event is also free and open
to the public. For details, please visit the official website of the college at lasalle.edu.sg.



