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The publication of The 
Routledge Companion to 
Governance in the Arts World 
is, first and foremost, a welcome 
and timely contribution. The 
question of governance in the 
arts has gained increasing 
importance over recent decades, 
emerging initially from practical 
concerns in the field before 
gradually attracting sustained 
academic attention.

One of the central challenges, 
however, has been the fragmented 
nature of this emerging dis-
course. Arts governance has not 
developed within a single, coher-
ent disciplinary framework, but 
rather across a heterogeneous 
landscape of fields, including arts 
management, sociology, public 
administration and organiza-
tional studies. In addition, there 
are also contributions from cul-
tural studies and an artistically 
oriented scholarship that engages 
with structural questions. As a 
result, insights have often 
remained dispersed, conceptually 
inconsistent and insufficiently 
integrated. This fragmentation 
has made it difficult to consoli-
date a shared vocabulary or estab-
l i sh common ana ly t ica l 
frameworks. Against this back-
drop, the existence of such a 
comprehensive volume signals 
not only the growing relevance 
of the topic, but also a significant 

step towards the consolidation 
and maturation of the field itself. 
Arts governance is no longer a 
peripheral concern.

The volume is anchored in 
legitimacy theory, complemented 
by an engagement with the theory 
of power. It responds to a growing 
interest in both the legitimization 
of arts organizations and the 
legitimizing function of gover-
nance itself, particularly in 
explaining how arts organizations 
operate and interact within 
broader societal structures. Thus, 
governance is not merely seen as 
a descriptive framework, but as a 
concept of analytical, interpretive 
and ultimately normative signifi-
cance in its own right. A decisive 
shift lies in the understanding of 
governance structures as a cobweb 
of power, in which organizations 
are no longer regarded merely as 
passively governed, but as both 
as objects and active agents of 
governance.

At the outset, the Companion 
takes on the inherently challenging 
task of definition. Acknowledging 
that there is no single, universally 
accepted understanding of arts 
governance, the editors recognize 
a wide range of existing approaches 
that has to encompass artistic, 
economic and public value dimen-
sions. Rather than forcing a reduc-
tive conceptualization, the volume 
embraces this ambiguity and 
explores governance from multiple 
perspectives. This approach reflects 
the inherent complexity of the field 
and allows for a differentiated 
analysis. The editors distinguish 
between artistic and corporate 
definitions: the former emphasiz-
ing artistic vision, autonomy and 
cultural value, the latter adapting 
key concepts from corporate gov-
ernance, which actually have 
proved to be quite effective to 
strengthen and professionalize the 
field of arts governance. 

Whereas classical corporate 
and nonprofit governance analy-
ses tend to focus on the board as 
the central locus of governance, 
the Companion expands this 
view by introducing a set of dis-
tinct analytical perspectives 
through which arts governance 
can be understood: the individual 
perspective, focusing on actors 
and their roles; the board perspec-
tive, addressing structures of col-
lective oversight and internal 
interactions; the organizational 
perspective, examining internal 
governance arrangements outside 
the board; the community per-
spective, considering relationships 
with audiences and stakeholders; 
and finally the societal perspec-
tive, situating arts governance 
within broader cultural and 
political contexts. This multi-
perspective framework constitutes 
one of the Companion’s key addi-
tions and provides the organizing 
principle for the following five 
parts of the volume.

These five parts bring together 
contributions that explore spe-
cific questions through a range 
of inquiries and case studies 
illustrating concrete institutional 
settings and governance arrange-
ments: What constitutes the 
identity of board members when 
they simultaneously engage in 
other voluntary functions within 
the organization (Havet-Laurent 
et al.)? How can the quality of 
co-leadership relationships be 
effectively monitored (Fjellvær 
and Reid)? How should abusive 
leadership be addressed (Nisbett 
et al.)? What governance overlaps 
emerge when an arts organiza-
tion operates alongside a parallel 
foundation (Reid et al.)? And, in 
a highly specialized subfield, how 
does the complexity of gover-
nance manifest in museums 
dedicated to industrial heritage 
(Baskakova et al.)? In this 
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respect, the contribution on 
accountability and governance 
(Dubini and Monti) is likewise 
less concerned with theoretical 
elaboration and instead takes the 
form of an empirically grounded 
study, particularly with regard 
to sustainability-related account-
ability. Renz and Anderson 
approach the topic from a more 
qualitative behavioral perspec-
tive, examining the specific, 
potentially conflictual dynamics 
associated with typically domi-
nant artistic directors. These 
inquiries are not merely descrip-
tive. They demonstrate how 
governance unfolds in practice, 
often in complex and contested 
ways. In this regard, the volume 
vividly illustrates the wide range 
of application areas for gover-
nance approaches.

The editors acknowledge that 
the volume primarily draws on 
a Western – one might add, 
implicitly white – understanding 
of governance that continues to 
dominate the literature. Yet if 
governance addresses questions 
of legitimacy, power, strategic 
leadership, and stakeholder 
engagement, issues of diversity 
must necessarily be taken into 
account. This is explicitly 
addressed through the discussion 
of the roles and experiences of 
people of color serving on boards 
and – rather unusually for the 
volume – through the formula-
tion of explicit normative recom-
mendations (Cuyler). Among 
these, two aspects are particu-
larly noteworthy: the burden of 
DEAI (diversity, equity, inclu-
sion, and access) work should not 
be placed solely on trustees of 
color, and board members should 
be recruited beyond traditional 
channels. This responds to a 
problem identified in the contri-
bution by Francie Ostrower: Arts 
institutions have historically 
been established and governed 
by urban, predominantly white 
elites, resulting in a high degree 
of insularity. To remain relevant 
– and thereby ensure their con-
tinued existence – it is therefore 

essential to further develop 
meaningful connections with 
diverse local communities.

Diversity can also be under-
stood on a global scale. 
Accordingly, the volume includes 
contributions that address situ-
ations in Africa, Latin America 
and Asia, with Ghana (Asare), 
Colombia (Ajona-Pachon and 
Ruiz-Guiterrez) and Korea 
(Chang) serving as illustrative 
case studies. Korea also contrib-
utes a cross-sectional study on 
governance and disability (Park 
et al.), demonstrating the multi-
plicity of political and regional 
contexts, as well as the wide 
range of issues that can be 
addressed through governance 
considerations.

When engaging with non-
Western perspectives, it is crucial 
to question what is constructed 
as “Western” in the first place, 
including the implicit norms, 
epistemic frameworks and power 
relations it entails – especially as 
governance is actually seeking to 
regulate these underlying struc-
tures. As Sunitha Janamohanan 
argues in her contribution on the 
decolonization of governance, a 
central risk lies in reproducing 
Western models. Such transfers 
may impose structures that do 
not align with local realities. 
Organizational forms often ideal-
ized in Western organizations – 
such as f lat hierarchies 
– frequently already exist in many 
third-sector contexts around the 
world. At the same time, increased 
regulation can disrupt practices 
that function effectively, even if 
they appear informal from a 
Western perspective. Moreover, 
locally shared value systems often 
remain implicit rather than codi-
fied, meaning that Western-style 
rationalization may undermine 
rather than support these estab-
lished patterns. This is equally 
crucial when corporate gover-
nance models are transferred to 
the arts. As discussed above, these 
models are often assumed to be 
effective, yet they are rooted in 
capitalist principles of ownership. 

It is precisely at this point that 
Janamohanan connects with criti-
cal management studies, which 
challenge the hegemonic logics 
of capitalism underpinning many 
management approaches – a per-
spective that would also be highly 
valuable to consider in Western 
arts nonprofits.

This brings us back to the 
West, which is far from a uniform 
sphere and is perhaps nowhere as 
heterogeneous as in the art world. 
While in the Anglo-Saxon con-
text arts institutions are predomi-
nantly organized as private 
charities, major institutions in 
continental Europe are largely 
publicly owned – shaping both 
their governance structures and 
their relationship to the public 
and societal sphere. Gombault et 
al. highlight these differences by 
contrasting the United States 
with the highly étatist cultural 
sector in France, while Lindqvist 
examines the forms of public 
governance exercised over the 
cultural sector in the Swedish 
welfare state. The way in which 
private initiatives and interest 
groups act as agents of cultural 
governance within such a state-
centered framework is illustrated 
by the example of Austria (Teissl 
and Reid).

What stands out is, that in 
European contexts and scholar-
ship, the term cultural gover-
nance is more commonly used 
and can be meaningfully distin-
guished from arts governance. 
Although the introductory chap-
ter briefly notes that cultural 
governance was also included in 
the literature review, it does not 
engage further with the differ-
entiated meanings attributed to 
the term. These are less derived 
from the conventional under-
standing of the arts as a subset 
of culture than from two distinct 
traditions of usage. It is only on 
page 221 that we learn that 
European scholarship, drawing 
on Annick Schramme, under-
stands cultural governance as a 
form of corporate governance in 
the cultural field, which is closely 
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aligned with the organization’s 
mission while simultaneously 
taking into account its complex 
relationship with government as 
a key stakeholder. The second 
meaning originates in political 
science, particularly in German-
language cultural policy studies, 
where cultural governance is 
used to describe a shift toward a 
more participatory and network-
oriented paradigm in cultural 
policy. In the present volume, 
Teissl and Reid extend this per-
spective by framing it as a con-
cept that enables cultural actors 
to engage more directly in cul-
tural policy processes. In sum, 
cultural governance can be 
understood as a term that also 
encompasses the often-complex 
relationship with the state.

This fine terminological dis-
tinction suggests that capturing 
the full range of meanings may 
be an overly ambitious task. 
Nevertheless, the volume’s 
breadth is one of its greatest 
strengths. At the same time, it 
reveals a central limitation: the 
Companion maps the field more 
convincingly than it defines it. 
This also limits its usefulness as 
a real companion in the sense of 
an accessible entry point into the 
field. The introductory chapters, 
while comprehensive, are dense 
and not easily navigable. For 
newcomers to arts governance, 
an additional chapter outlining 
the key theoretical frameworks 
– such as agency, legitimacy, 
power and even governance itself 
– and tracing their transfer from 
fields such as corporate gover-
nance, nonprofit governance, and 
political science would have been 
beneficial, before the individual 
contributions unfold the exten-
sive scope and diversity of the 
field. The editors acknowledge 
the difficulty of arriving at a uni-
fied definition of arts governance 
yet continue to frame such a 
definition as an unmet lacuna. 
In this respect, the Companion 
remains true to its title: it is ulti-
mately a book about governance 
in the art world rather than one 

that presents arts governance as 
a distinct concept in its own 
right. 

This leaves a fundamental 
question: what, if anything, dis-
tinguishes arts governance from 
corporate or nonprofit gover-
nance beyond its application 
within arts institutions? Three 
propositions point toward an 
answer. On the one hand, arts 
governance is described as taking 
place within an “emotional 
space”, foregrounding the affec-
tive and relational dynamics that 
shape artistic contexts. On the 
other hand, the volume invokes 
an “artistic imperative” as a dis-
tinctive feature. Yet both notions 
remain largely marginal observa-
tions and, as such, theoretically 
underdeveloped. A third proposi-
tion locates the distinctiveness of 
arts governance in the presence 
of dominant artistic personalities 
– often also serving as artistic 
directors – whose strong influ-
ence and emphasis on artistic 
vision may conflict with manage-
rial demands and the require-
ments of good governance. 

As a result, the distinctiveness 
of arts governance is suggested 
rather than convincingly articu-
lated, leaving its conceptual 
boundaries ultimately unclear. 
In sum, a greater willingness to 
propose a working definition of 
arts governance, emphasizing its 
particularity, would have 
strengthened the volume. Such 
a generic definition could still 
have allowed for deviation, 
refinement, and critical review, 
both within the volume itself and 
in subsequent research. 

In conclusion, The Routledge 
Companion to Governance in 
the Arts World represents an 
important and valuable contri-
bution that signif icantly 
advances the discussion on arts 
and cultural governance. By 
bringing together a fragmented 
body of scholarship, it offers a 
comprehensive overview and a 
multi-perspective framework 
that captures the complexity of 
governance processes across 

different contexts and scales. At 
the same time, its reluctance to 
articulate a more clearly defined 
conceptual core leaves central 
questions unresolved. As a 
result, the Companion ulti-
mately functions more as a map 
of an emerging field than as a 
conceptual consolidation. 
Precisely in this lies its consider-
able achievement: assembling 
and structuring a remarkably 
diverse body of knowledge. It 
thus provides an indispensable 
reference point for the field 
while also opening up fruitful 
tracks for further theoretical and 
empirical research.
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