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Context

Merton’s Cultural Advisory Group and local borough 
council is investing in finding effective, innovative 
and sustainable ways to support and grow the 
creative & cultural industries (CCI) in Merton. 

always possible was commissioned to work closely 
with individuals and organisations across the 
borough to connect ideas and to develop an action 
plan for sustainable network-building and business 
confidence in the creative sector. 

This first report, delivered in February 2020, was a 
summary of research, exploring the opportunity and 
challenges around the use of shared and commercial 
space for both creative industries production and 
consumption across the London borough of Merton. 

Our recommendations drew on key themes of 
perception, physical/cultural divides, joined-up 
leadership and some new narratives about brand 
Merton. We outlined the need to better utilise 
existing spaces, rather than rush to create new ones, 
and to better support space-holders so that 
imaginative and inclusive approaches are sustainable 
and well-communicated. 

The second phase of our work was intended to 
explore the capacity for a strong, sustainable 
network for creative and cultural organisations in the 
borough. But following the Covid-19 outbreak and 
subsequent lockdown measures in March 2020, it 
was agreed that our focus and resource would be 
better angled towards Post Traumatic Growth -
supporting said organisations and individuals 
through the crisis and reporting on the specific 
challenges faced by CCI businesses locally.

A note on audiences + COVID-19

As highlighted in our Phase One report, Merton’s 
borough of two halves constitutes a predominance 
of Metroculturals in the West and Kaleidescope
Creatives in the East.

Research from The Audience Agency outlines the 
likely experiences of each audience ‘segment’ during 
the pandem. Those in the West of the borough are 
more likely to have been able to work from home, 
are more likely to be engaged in sporting activity 
that supports their wellbeing, are more likely to be 
involved in community groups where support can be 
found, and are most likely to be first to return to 
cultural activity – providing public transport is not 
required. 

They are also usually the highest donors to the arts. 

Those in the East of the borough are on average 
more likely to have been more greatly impacted by 
Covid-19. They are more likely to be employed in 
roles that require them to attend a workplace during 
lockdown, more likely to have been impacted by 
being unable to socialise with wider family members, 
and - as they have always been less likely to access 
cultural organisations’ websites – are less likely to 
have accessed creative digital offers. 

Though they are historically more likely to attend 
outdoor cultural events, future programming of 
which may well come to be seen as more ‘Covid-
safe’. 

Source: The Audience Agency, September 2020.
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Executive Summary

This report is a series of insights from Phase Two 
(April – August 2020) of our CCI project, during 
which we supported individuals and organisations 
from across the creative and cultural sector in 
Merton with the challenges posed by the Covid-19 
health crisis. 

1:1 Support Surgeries highlighted key areas in which 
support was most needed (right). Individuals were 
signposted to relevant support and information, and 
these insights informed a series of online events for 
the borough that responded to these needs:

O Fundraising During a Pandemic
O Radical Collaboration + Pooling Resources
O Wellbeing + Resilience – Approaching the ‘New 
Normal’
O Feeling Confident to Make, Sell + Create
O Turning Physical Events into Online Experiences

Follow-up calls with a specialist in each individual’s 
fundamental area of need were then offered. 
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Executive Summary

In April 2020 we reconnected with creative sector 
businesses in Merton, inviting people to join a 
Merton Creatives ‘Slack’ channel and signposting to 
relevant opportunities and resources. 

We ensured that people had access to the national 
information, resources and funding guidance that we 
had been collating and publishing on our website.

From May to June we offered out 15 x 45-minute 
troubleshooting 1:1 conversations on Zoom to 
Merton-based creative and cultural organisations 
and individuals, 12 of which were taken up by artists, 
theatre companies, production services, a festival 
and a filmmaker. 

We listened to the specific challenges faced by local 
businesses, and signposted people to any targeted 
resources that would support them. We identified 
trends and common challenges as summarised 
above and detailed below. 

During July different business specialists delivered 
45-minute follow-up conversations around the 
themes of:

O Fundraising 
O Marketing 
O Business development 
O Resilience planning

The information we gathered from these calls 
shaped a free programme of Post-Traumatic Growth 
online events that we offered to Merton’s creative 
sector throughout July. 

The biggest, noisiest and most dominant trend from 
the calls is simply that for many creative people, 
working in lockdown is bad news. 

In many cases this is can be to do with internal 
motivation, lack of adequate space and childcare, 
but actually this is more about the inherent need for 
entrepreneurs and artists to be plugged-in to other 
creative people, to audiences, soaking up ideas, 
testing work in different spaces, feeling part of 
something positive. 

For many Merton creative businesses that sell their 
work/tickets/experiences through word of mouth 
and relationship-building and pushing their wares in 
a pandemic has felt grubby and unethical. One of 
the always possible team taking the calls reflected: 

“those organisations who normally get work from 
word of mouth, networking and events have seen 
that dry up but, most I’ve spoken to don’t feel able 
to do pro-active engagement. Most know where to 
start, but one admitted she just didn't want to do it -
and in the next breath said her organisation is close 
to failing if she didn't bring in money.”

The rules of engagement on this aren’t clear, and 
that’s very stressful. People are scared of pushing 
away their hard-won audiences by seeming too 
needy, too greedy, too pushy.

In bigger organisations, people were more worried 
about preserving what they’ve got; avoiding losing 
people or products that are usually brilliant (but 
come with costs). The focus on cashflow and new 
ways of delivering services was clear. 

Furloughing means that some managers have been 
pretty much on their own, with a greatly increased 
workload.

Another creative industry mentor, conducting 1:1 
calls found:

“There is a risk of burn-out and this is by no means 
over yet. Reopening is happening for some but not 
all now; the guidelines are sector specific, complex 
and don't tell the whole story. Some councils and 
chambers are providing good centralised resources, 
but some people feel like they are just left to get on 
with it. So anything that can be done to maintain 
practical problem solving and sharing solutions over 
the next six months will be very welcome. There's a 
lot more to be done.”
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Initial Interviews
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Common Challenges

Fundraising

From the sudden disappearance of ticket revenue 
and the shutdown of the live events industry, to the 
inability to access government support, it is no 
secret that the creative and cultural industries are in 
need of a financial lifeline. Every participating 
individual and organisation referenced an urgent 
need for support with fundraising.

People wanted access to specific funding sources 
that would be most relevant to their work and equip 
them with key questions for funders before they 
begin application processes. 

When the discretionary grants for businesses were 
announced in July, there was confusion whether 
small creative industries organisations would be 
eligible. We delivered an online session dedicated 
entirely to this application process, but it was clear 
that the application process disadvantaged sole 
traders and those without regular premises costs 
(which is most freelancers in the creative industries).

Later in the month we brought together leading UK 
fundraising experts for an online roundtable for the 

borough’s creative and cultural sector, with a Q&A 
session on practical steps to take (more on that 
later).

Collaboration

It is clear from listening hard to the sector that a 
more radical form of collaboration and pooling of 
resources is needed now more than ever. 
We brought together peers from Merton’s cultural 
sector for an online roundtable to workshop ideas on 
the theme of radical collaboration. 

Key members of the borough’s creative community 
took part and the following resources were identified 
as having the potential to be pooled across the 
industry locally:

Access to space

Both individuals and organisations expressed a need 
of access to space for: coworking; a space to create; 
to programme socially distanced, Covid-safe events; 
or somewhere to film and create online content in / 
live stream from. 

We made connections between people where there 
was clear, mutual benefit. 

After the focus on spaces of Phase One of our work, 
we ensured that space was explored fully as a theme 
within all of our Phase Two work. 

“I want to see the art community getting together to 
use spaces differently, turning empty shops into art 
spaces so that art is available to everyone.”
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Common Challenges

Building resilience

Not only is everyone dealing with the inherent 
anxiety born of a worldwide health crisis, but for 
those working in the cultural industries, juggling new 
working regimes, caring responsibilities whilst 
keeping creative organisations afloat. Everybody 
consulted with in the borough as part of this phase 
expressed varying degrees of understandable 
anxiety. 

It was also clear that many businesses realised that 
their legal structure and business models were not 
as resilient as they had thought. The exclusion of 
Job Retention Scheme and Self-Employment Income 
Support for micro-businesses that are limited 
companies, is one example that caught many in the 
creative industries out. More training and support on 
implications on this are needed.

An online roundtable entitled ‘Wellbeing and 
Resilience: Approaching the New Normal’ featured 
talks from a range of professionals from the arts 
sector with experiences and ideas to share as well as 
a councillor who shared key tips and advice.  More 
details on that below.

Having a voice

The need to have more of a voice in the borough, 
and the chance to influence decision-making came 
up again and again during 1:1 consultations.

As well as having an impact on those in power, 
organisations would like more access to public 
marketing opportunities such as banners/under-used 
billboards in prominent places or access to local 
publications in which they can advertise. 

A key issue raised by one large employer in the 
sector in Merton is the lack of any subsidy for the 
industry’s supply chain, as seen elsewhere in other 
boroughs. 
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Roundtables & webinars
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Roundtables & Webinars

Fundraising During A Pandemic

Some of the UK’s leading fundraisers talked to 
Merton CCIs in this online roundtable, chaired by 
Lucy Stone (No Stone Unturned Fundraising). 
Westminster-based Festival Producer Jo Hedges 
talked about how to reframe ‘the ask’ in the face of 
the pandemic whilst still ensuring a funder’s 
charitable aims are still met, and considering the 
limited capacity now faced. 

An important take-away from her presentation was 
the need to recognise this ‘new’ work would be 
testing, piloting, developing in theme for the 
organisation. 

Jo rooted her talk in her very current experience as 
producer of SouthWestFest and advised listeners to:

1. Start simple - dedicate more time to social media 
and online audience development. 

2. Work within capacity - deliver digital content 
(quality over quantity)

3. Redirect resources - make the most of the time 
created by not working on large-scale physical 
events. 

Corporate fundraiser and organiser of 
#CharitySoWhite Martha Ajawobi encouraged the 
audience not to give up on corporate fundraising at 
this time. Businesses have the same fears currently 
as those in the third sector and so it is a good time 
to build closer relationships not just based on mutual 
business interest but a shared experience of the 
situation. 

Businesses are going to need a competitive 
advantage and something to keep staff spirits high 
after lockdown, Martha advised. There are 
opportunities to amplify reach through corporate 
partner’s digital reach – ask them to spotlight what 
you’re doing.

Will Steadman (Esmée Fairbairn Foundation) talked 
attendees through how Trusts and Foundations are 
responding to the crisis. Will advised that 
applications that shine through at the moment will 
be those who think strategically about the longer 
term, and are not just demonstrating reactive, short-
term thinking. 

Trusts and Foundations will be looking for creativity 
and innovation more than ever, or those projects 
that respond to new challenges that have come as a 
result of the pandemic. 

David Burgess (Apollo Fundraising) wrapped up the 
session with his take on individual giving during the 
health crisis. He made a strong case for the fact that 
individuals still want to donate to their favourite 
causes and organisations despite the situation. 
David gave three key pieces of advice in this regard:

1. Reach out to supporters – find out how they are 
and signals to them that you aren’t just in it for the 
money. Connect them to other supporters – zoom 
networking events or groups. Update them on 
what’s going on for you. What do they want to see in 
the new normal? 

2. Ask for help if you need it. Be clear about what is 
at risk. Make it easy for them to help and be clear 
that it’s ok to say no. 

3. Be human. People are being much more open 
about the problems they are facing. 
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Roundtables & Webinars

Radical Collaboration + Pooling 
Resources

It was clear from early-on in the lockdown period 
that radical collaboration and the pooling of 
resources is needed now more than ever. Our 
intention for this event was to bring together 
creative and cultural leaders in Merton to explore 
their collective assets, with tangible offers of help 
and resources available documented by the end of 
the event. 

Attendance was low, but despite this, some really 
fruitful conversation was had, and our chair cited 
examples of radically collaboration happening 
elsewhere in order to inspire thinking on this topic. 

Attendees all expressed a desire for such 
opportunities to connect with each other (on a range 
of topics). 

Wellbeing + Resilience –
Approaching the ‘New Normal’

This online roundtable brought together leaders of 
creative organisations and mental health

professionals from across the south to discuss 
approaches to wellbeing and positive mental health 
during this really challenging period. 

Jessica Levy (Psychotherapeutic Counsellor) 
equipped attendees with new knowledge on the ‘3 
basic hungers’, that she hoped would empower 
them to best support themselves through this 
period. She explained that if these are met healthily 
then we feel human, safe, autonomous and in 
control, and the ability to self-soothe:

The event culminated in a group discussion during 
which attendees shared ways in which they have 
been practising self-care as well as ways in which 
they have been supporting their teams. 

Feeling Confident to Make, Sell + 
Create

This event saw Merton creatives joined by makers, 
writers, musicians and a theatre director from 
London, Suffolk and Sussex, who have all continued

to create and thrive during lockdown, come 
together to give case studies of their work, outlining 
how they’ve remained confident to produce during 
such a challenging time. 

Group discussion after the presentations centred on 
the need to move work or sales online and the 
barriers for some to doing so. Key questions and 
themes of interest were:

- All creative entrepreneurs need a sounding-board 
and people around them to support and challenge 
new ideas

- People working solo at real risk of burnout and 
poor mental health, so need access to networks

Confidence with marketing and PR, even when this 
seems counter-intuitive is essential. Community 
platforms in which businesses can speak to 
customers and keep momentum are important

- Businesses would like help reaching beyond usual 
relationships and bubbles, particularly where there 
are opportunities to partner with others (eg. on 
creating digital platforms). Speakers included 
Theatre Director Alastair Whatley (The Original 
Theatre Company) who, along with his team, staged 
their adaptation of ‘Birdsong’ over Zoom, potentially 
creating a brand new form. 10Creative & Cultural Industry Support



Challenges Over Time

Did challenges change over the 
summer? 

As anticipated, it’s not that challenges have 
dramatically changed, but the specifics within the 
different themes have moved on. For example, there 
is still a concern around financials, but there is a 
greater overview of what the opportunities are. It’s 
now about accessing it, having time to do it, 
knowing how. 

Time – or lack of – is a constant challenge for most, 
but appeared to be less ‘intense’ in terms of number 
of references. And new challenges were raised as 
listed, grouped as practical ones and emotional 
ones. 
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Financials – REMAINS A CHALLENGE
Cashflow
Social enterprises fall through cracks
Lack of funding / investment

‘How to’ concerns – HAVE MOVED ON TO NEW 
AREAS:

Learning the ropes of ‘being commercial’ still a 
challenge

Time – REMAINS A CHALLENGE
General lack of, as one-mand band
Due to childcare / home-schooling

Isolation – REMAINS A CHALLENGE

Motivation / inaction – REMAINS A CHALLENGE
But this is more about productivity and how to 

maintain it

Travel – REMAINS BUT NOT CITED, ADAPTED?
Overseas work ceased
Getting about (not driving / not wanting to use 

public transport)

NEW CHALLENGES RAISED

PRACTICAL

- Returning from furlough – business 
challenges

- No jobs out there 
- Still not having people to bounce ideas off 
- Cancellations – people just not turning up 

even though booked
- Venues re-opening, so greater competition 

again 
- Finding space to run workshops from 

(smaller spaces needed)
- How soon can physical events 

recommence?

EMOTIONAL

- Maintaining energy levels
- Boundaries between home and work
- To holiday? Or not?..
- Decision-making



Case Studies

Rosie Gaunt-Mathieson
Independent film-maker

Rosie is an award-winning filmmaker, based in 
Mitcham. Her short film, Just Delivered was 
commissioned by FilmMerton and premiered at the 
MitchamVR Festival on Saturday 7th March.

Rosie engaged in 1:1 surgeries and roundtable 
events as part of this project, but literally weeks after 
the support and commendation at the film festival, 
the immediate loss of income was a stark reality.

“I had a month of UC. I was not eligible for anything 
else  and I think we owe that back as my husband 
was working. I spent a long time researching council 
grants and applying for creative support funds to no 
avail. I would have liked parity with other SE workers 
or those in furlough. 

The discretionary council grant was the last 
opportunity to be considered for something and 
when that did not come through I closed my 
business. 

I learnt of other people like me receiving funds at 
the discretion of their councils elsewhere, it was 
awful to learn millions sat unclaimed in Merton but 
the parameters weren’t moved.

It was with regret that I had to close my company as 
was in the red with no way to pay my tax bill. My 
husband supported me which kept me going, it is 
the first time in my life I have not had financial 
independence. I did two days of paid work between 
March and November. I have luckily just had a 
commercial job come through and been able to get 
back up and running, but had this not happened I 
would be looking at several more months of not 
earning, as winter is usually quiet and the industry is 
still very much slow and in a state of flux.

I felt completely abandoned by the council after 
Covid and being refused the grant. It seemed that 
the decision makers were behind closed doors, 
inaccessible (without appeal) and seemingly did not 
understand the plight of their creative freelancers. 
The experience with the film Just Delivered was, of 
course, exceptional and it continues to do well. 

However after the success of the film and months of 
personal and financial investment into the borough 
and FilmMerton, I felt extremely disappointed with 
the wider experience with the grant funding and it 
has tempered my views of the council’s commitment 
to the creative community.  More transparency and 
consultation with their creative sectors would be a 
good starting point, but at this stage it would feel 
like an afterthought given they did not help many of 
us when we were at our worst.”

12Creative & Cultural Industry Support



Case Studies

David Hall
Wimbledon Community Association

Wimbledon Community Association is known as 
Merton’s Community Hub – a member-led network 
of grassroots community, creative and small 
commercial venues.

They identified the following challenges as priorities, 
with success to build on, during a follow-up call in 
July:

• Managing time and resource in lockdown
• Webinars focused on re-opening safely
• Helping venues to engage with 

users/members
• Using the "Wimblecomm spotlight" to 

highlight good practice and champion local 
venues

• Attract interest in potential trustees

Engagement has overall been great, and 
organisations like WCA are integral to community
building and conveying critical information to 
grassroots projects. There is a role for their central

brokerage and co-ordination to help sustain 
networks of common interest – including creatives, 
and makers. But they need support with visibility and 
capacity.

We developed some actions with them:

Now

Capturing the learnings from webinars and 
engagement; following up with participants in an 
ongoing capacity should lead to further 
opportunities to engage with members. Decisions 
on trustee recruitment options also need to be 
made.

Next

Production of video, release and promotion. Getting 
new trustees recruited and on board. Building on 
engagement with venues that has been achieved 
through lockdown and the webinar follow up.

Later

Planning a 75 years of Wimbledon Community 
Association celebration event. Securing 
Wimblecomm's role in supporting community 
venues in the area.
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“It's been useful to reflect on achievements and how far we've come in 
this era”

“Really enjoyed these calls as a neutral perspective and hearing about 
other’s experiences has given me confidence that its not something I am 
doing wrong”

“My partner is very supportive but it has been so useful to get some 
feedback and encouragement from a third party on what I'm doing”

“Needs a local source to deliver ongoing credible / useful information – I 
have no time to search and I know I’ll miss out”

“Little point in having these calls without any tangible results being 
delivered – so what is happening next and who’s going to do 
something?”

1 empl
44%

2-5 empls
44%

11-50 empls
6%

100+ empls
6%

Size of organization by number of employees
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Recommendations

1. Broker or provide targeted 
support

Businesses are having to rapidly swing between 
short-term and long-term decision-making; which for 
many is draining and resource-heavy. We 
recommend that the local authority provide or 
broker a targeted support programme that helps 
with resilience, planning and resetting. Ensuring that 
each business is not starting from scratch is crucial to 
wider sector recovery, and there is scope to provide 
them with the necessary tools to safeguard this. 

2. Create a visual map of CCIs

We believe that a visual map or video wall of Merton 
CCIs would be sector-strengthening - indicating and 
demonstrating that there is an eco-system present. 
People need to feel connected to one story, 
building on local identities, and need to see 
themselves represented somewhere and recognised 
by the local authority.

3. Resource a Creative Merton 
Co-ordinator

We recommend the funding or resourcing of a part-
time Creative Merton co-ordinator for 12 months, 
whose role is: 

• to build on CAG plans and recommendations
• to identify national funding for local 

infrastructure and resilience projects
• to host collaborative forums
• to maintain the Slack channel

The intention here is to connect, and build capacity 
for, CCIs, not to generate public-facing creative 
projects.

4. Produce a statement of intent

We suggest that a statement of intent be produced 
and published, indicating how Merton is part of 
regional and national campaigns (e.g. 
#CultureAtRisk; #SaveOurVenues; #WeAreEvents). 
This document should also outline how local 
politicians will use lobbying influence, in 
collaboration with the local sector, to ensure that 
Merton's creative businesses are integral to the 
wider London story.

. 
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