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Background: This study sought the perceptions and experiences of people with disability 
relating to their potential or current involvement in the governance of arts and cultural 
organisations in Australia. Methods: Thirty-two people participated in an online survey, and 
results were analysed qualitatively and quantitatively. Results: The findings revealed that 
those participants who had been involved in governance benefited from it in terms of self-
esteem, participation in society, and well-being. The results also indicated possible ways to 
encourage and enable more people with disability to become involved in governance roles, for 
example through the development of training and resources. Conclusions: This research 
represents a basis for future larger-scale studies relating to governance development for 
people with disability. Recommendations are made for future directions in both practice and 
research.   
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Background 

In a survey conducted in Britain in the mid-1990s, most respondents to a survey of 149 non-
profit charity organisations affirmed their belief that people with disability could cope with 
committee business (Drake, 1994). They also supported the notions that people with 
disability should have strong presence in governance, and a strong say in forming policy. But 
the reality differed. In voluntary organisations governed by people without disability in 
Drake’s research (the significant majority of those surveyed), people with disability were 
largely absent in governance, almost totally excluded from paid employment, and generally 
experienced the same kinds of barriers within those organisations as they face in the wider 
world.  

Drake (1996) suggests some causes of their exclusion, including that the “values, attitudes 
and beliefs of those who govern traditional charities accord largely with the 'personal tragedy' 
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or medical model of disability” (p. 5), a perspective that confines people with disability to 
voluntary-sector roles in which they are unable to exercise much power. In Drake’s research, 
the perceptions of people without disability towards people with disability include the belief 
that the latter “are not really capable of participating in the running of anything really” (p.7). 
Another barrier to participation in governance roles was the “hostile social environment”, 
encompassing issues of access, communication, time, mobility, geography and isolation (p. 
13). Physical and psychological factors, including the severity of a person’s impairment, had 
a bearing upon the ability or desire of people with disability to become involved in 
governance (p. 15), as did relational factors, such as an anxiety that a person with disability 
would be viewed as representative of all people with disability (p. 14). Restricted access to 
decision-making tiers of governance, the alienating effects of jargon, and a lack of control 
over agenda setting may also play a role (Drake, 2002, p. 380). 

Exclusion of people with disability in these ways is problematic. Good governance embraces 
and values diversity. Such diversity not only permits greater involvement of a range of 
people, but also benefits organisations by providing them a wider and more diverse skill set 
from which to draw in undertaking their various governance activities (Steane & Christie, 
2001, p. 49). A diversity of voices also provides different perspectives, which in turn can 
enhance the performance and creativity of a board (Panousieris, 2008, p. 91). This leads to a 
healthy and credible organisation that is able to take risks and embrace creativity (Radbourne, 
2003, p. 218).  For these reasons, the participation of people with disability on boards of 
governance in arts and cultural organisations is one step towards good governance. It is 
therefore in the best interests of arts and cultural organisations, along with other stakeholders 
in the sector, to implement strategies to break down the potential barriers to participation in 
governance by people with disability.  
Some significant advances in understanding and best practice have certainly occurred since 
the mid-1990s when Drake carried out his study, not only in terms of the value of diversity on 
boards of governance (e.g. Cochran Hadden, 2000; Drake, 2002, Panousieris, 2008), but also 
in terms of good governance practices generally (Conforth, 2003; Enjolras, 2009; 
Independent Sector, 2012; Steane, 2001; Steane & Christie, 2001) and in the arts specifically 
(Klein, 1999; Nahkies, 2009; Radbourne, 2003; Roche & Whitehead, 2005). The experiences 
and perspectives of individuals on participating in governance have also been explored to 
some extent, though largely through the voices of those already active in governance roles 
(e.g. Millesen & Lakey, 1999, which evaluates how board members of US-based non-profit 
organisations viewed their roles, responsibilities, and commitment to the organisations they 
govern).  

Despite these understandings, relatively little research on governance directly represents the 
perspectives and experiences of people with disability. Focusing on the arts and cultural 
sector in Australia, this study gathers, presents and analyses these perspectives. In so doing, it 
represents a small contribution towards two focus area goals of the National Arts and 
Disability Strategy (2009) in that country; namely, to “address the barriers which prevent 
emerging and professional artists and arts/cultural workers with disability from realising their 
ambitions”, and to empower people with disability “to have a stronger voice in policy 
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development and planning, and support informed decision making” (Cultural Ministers 
Council, 2009, p. 7). Given that the social equality, inclusion, and empowerment of people 
with disability remain worthwhile and necessary goals in the international context too, this 
study holds implications beyond the Australian context.  

Terminology 

Throughout this article, I adopt the broad definition of disability given in Australia’s 
Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2012), which 
includes physical and sensory impairments, hidden impairments, learning disabilities and 
mental health conditions. My research is positioned within a social model of disability, an 
inclusive approach whereby disability is understood to be the result of barriers and negative 
attitudes that exist in society. This is in contrast with the medical model of disability, which 
by using the term  to refer to medical conditions or impairments, arguably implies that any 
challenges associated with disability are the responsibility of the individual rather than 
society. In keeping with the social model of disability, and in line with the Arts Access 
Australia (2012) guidelines on language relating to disability, I use the term people with 
disability throughout the paper (in preference to terms like people with disabilities or 
disabled people). Although many people who are deaf identify as belonging to a cultural and 
linguistic minority, rather than as people with disability, my use of the term people with 
disability should be taken to include deaf people, since they too tend to experience barriers. 

Following Nahkies (2009, p. 10), in this article I define governance as “the way in which a 
governing board fulfils its leadership and stewardship responsibilities by setting direction, 
policies, priorities, performance expectations and monitoring, and ensuring achievement 
consistent with these in order to exercise its accountability to key stakeholders.” This 
definition places the governing board as primary agent in governance; Nahkies defines it as 
“…that part of the organisational architecture that has final responsibility for the performance 
of the organisation” (2009, p. 10). Within the Australian arts and cultural sector (as 
internationally), the governing board of an organisation may be known by various names, 
including board of directors, committee, and executive committee. Terms used for people 
who participate in such an entity also vary, and include director, board member, committee 
member, and management committee member. Note that many organisations have other 
elements that contribute to their governance, such as sub-committees, advisory boards, and so 
on; since these structures are part of the governance process too, they are taken into account 
in this research.  

 

Method 
Aims  

This study was carried out as part of the wider research project Governance Development for 
Cultural Practitioners, Artists and Arts Administrators with Disability or who are Deaf. 
Funded by Arts Access Australia, the national peak body for arts and disability, that project 
investigated ways to increase the representation of cultural practitioners, artists and arts 
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administrators with disability within the governance of arts and cultural organisations in 
Australia. In that context, the study reported on in this paper aims to answer the following 
question: What are the perceptions and experiences of cultural practitioners, artists and arts 
administrators with disability, as well as people with disability with experience in 
governance, in relation to participating in governance of arts and cultural organisations in 
Australia? 

To this end, a survey was designed with the following objectives: 

• To explore key perceptions and experiences of people with disability in relation to 
governance of arts and cultural organisations in Australia; 

• To determine key barriers to participation in governance of people with disability; and 

• To determine key strategies to enable or facilitate the participation in governance of 
people with disability. 

The survey format was chosen for its capacity to generate both quantitative and qualitative 
data relating to the research topic, providing respondents opportunity to reflect more deeply 
on the issues if they wished (Bouma & Ling, 2004, pp. 165-169). It also provided participants 
with options for how they gave input: they could fill out the survey in hardcopy or online 
formats (the latter using the survey tool Survey Monkey) or by phone, and were offered 
assistance from Access Arts Queensland to complete the survey. The survey instrument made 
clear that participation was voluntary and responses would be anonymous. 

Procedure 

Eligibility to participate in the survey was based on two criteria: (1) self-identification as a 
person with disability, or who is deaf or hard of hearing, with experience in a governance 
role; or (2) self-identification as an artist, cultural practitioner, and/or arts administrator (all 
openly defined, therefore potentially encompassing a wide range of roles within the arts and 
cultural sector) with disability, or who is deaf or hard of hearing. These criteria were stated 
on the first page of the survey instrument.  

Arts Access Australia distributed an invitation to participate in the survey through its website 
and newsletter. In addition, two state-wide arts and disability organisations, Access Arts 
Queensland and Disability Arts Transition Team, South Australia, promoted the survey 
through their own networks, including through social media (Twitter). 

At the close of the survey period, all survey responses were read through in their entirety, 
then compiled according to question, re-read and coded. Quantitative data for each question 
(where applicable) were entered into an Excel spreadsheet, which then formed the basis for 
tabulation of figures. Given the small sample size and the risk of making statistical inferences 
from these data, percentage calculations are not provided in the findings below. Qualitative 
data were analysed using an inductive approach, within a framework of five key issues 
addressed by the survey questions. This framework was developed in tandem with the design 
of the survey itself. These five issues are (1) involvement in governance; (2) factors enabling 
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governance participation; (3) training, resources and support; (4) personal benefits of 
participating in governance; and (5) challenges and barriers to participation. Finally, 
responses were cross-referenced by question, including qualitative with quantitative data. 
Overall, these analysis procedures place emphasis on the meaning of responses, and position 
the researcher as an important factor in analysis, in the characteristic nature of qualitative 
research (Creswell, 2009).  

Survey Instrument 

The survey instrument comprised four sections. Section A provided respondents with 
information about the project and the survey itself, including eligibility to participate (see 
next section) and ethics-related information. Section B asked respondents about their current 
level of involvement in governance. Section C was only completed by those respondents 
currently active in a governance role, and related to their experience and perceptions of 
participating in governance. Section D asked respondents about their self-identification as an 
artist, cultural practitioner and/or arts administrator, and what their current status was in 
relation to working in the arts. The survey contained both open-response and closed-response 
(e.g. yes/no and Likert-style) questions.  

To maximise the validity of the survey instrument, senior colleagues at Access Arts 
Queensland and Disability Arts Transition Team, South Australia joined me in reviewing the 
draft instrument for relevance of the questions, clarity in wording, use of standard English 
(taking into particular account disability language guidelines), absence of biased language, 
formatting of questions, and clarity of the instructions (Fowler, 2002). Minor revisions were 
made before disseminating the survey.  

 

Results 
Thirty-two respondents completed the survey (all of them online). The majority (23) 
identified as an artist; some also (non-exclusively) identified as a cultural practitioner or arts 
administrator. Six respondents identified as neither artist, cultural practitioner nor arts 
administrator. Assuming the eligibility criteria for survey participation were met, these 
respondents had experience in a governance role.  

Key survey results are presented here according to the five-part thematic framework arising 
from the survey questions, as mentioned earlier. Qualitative responses are reproduced 
verbatim, with the exception of corrected spelling errors and appropriate capitalisation. 
Quantitative data broken down by question is provided in the Appendix. 

Involvement in governance 
Twelve of the 32 respondents had current involvement in a governance role. Of 11 
respondents to the question of length of involvement, all had over a year’s experience in 
governance. The most commonly-held role by these respondents was that of an office-bearer, 
with committee membership a close second. The majority (6) were nominated or invited by 
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someone else to participate in governance; only two had put themselves forward or self-
nominated.  

The remaining 20 survey respondents had no current involvement in governance. Of those, 
only 6 were currently seeking to become involved in the governance of an arts or cultural 
organisation. Of the other 14 respondents who were not currently seeking involvement, the 
two equally most frequently ticked reasons were “I’m not interested / I don’t have time” and 
“I don’t really understand the requirements of being involved in governance”. Other ticked 
answers included “opportunities are not accessible”, “I don’t really know how to go about 
getting involved”; and “I feel discriminated against”. One respondent added the comment: “I 
don’t know if I have the skills”.  

Factors enabling governance participation 
Among the 12 participants currently involved in governance roles, the most frequent response 
to the question about what has helped or enabled them to participate in governance was an 
accessible meeting venue (5 respondents). The second most frequent response was that the 
organisation underwent disability awareness training. Other ticked responses (in order of 
frequency) included communication provided in accessible formats, financial support for 
participating in governance, resources relating to governance, alternative formats (e.g. online) 
for participation, and information about how others with disability have become involved in 
governance. Five respondents said that none of the eight listed options had assisted them to 
participate in a governance role.  

Among those 20 participants who had no current involvement with governance, the most 
frequently ticked answers to the question of what would help or enable them “a lot” to 
participate in governance were: “financial support or incentive for participating”, “disability 
awareness training for the arts organisation”, and “resources for me, relating to governance, 
e.g. manuals / ‘how-to’ guides”. Governance training opportunities and information about 
others with disability who were involved in governance were also highly rated. 
“Communication provided in alternative formats” was the response that the most respondents 
ticked wouldn’t help them at all (10 respondents) (though 3 respondents ticked that this 
would help them a lot). 

With regard to the issue of financial support or incentive for participating, it is noteworthy 
that only 9 of the 32 total survey respondents were employed in the arts or cultural sector in a 
paid capacity at the time of filling out the survey.  

Training, resources and support 
Of 12 respondents who currently held a governance role, the majority (7) stated that the 
organisation in question provided them with no general training or resources to help them in 
that role. The rest stated that they had received general training or resources such as the 
organisation’s “Policy and Guidelines” and an “Induction and Induction Kit”. One respondent 
commented: 
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As I had previously served as a board member, but had no induction as such at the 
time, it was judged that I had enough information to carry out the role. I did, given my 
professional background, but this could be problematic for someone who did not have 
such a background. I would recommend a more thorough induction in most 
circumstances, of course taking into account the context which the nominee brings 
with them. 

Of these same 12 respondents, the majority (7) of them stated that they had received no 
additional training, resources or support, as a person with disability. Of the remaining 5 who 
did receive specific training, resources, or support, one commented: 

As an arts facilitator I receive excellent support from this organisation.  To me this is 
in terms of excellent working conditions.  I also receive professional development 
mentoring. 

Two other respondents also raised the issue of mentoring, though had a less positive 
experience in this regard: 

I was seen as a person with potential, but I was not provided officially with a 
mentoring relationship in which to explore my concerns, to learn and to develop more 
in-depth understanding. In that regard, and perhaps despite others' opinions, I have 
been a disappointment I feel in governance roles. I guess I must add that perhaps these 
governance roles could, as indicated in the questionnaire, have led to a more 
meaningful paid role than the one in which I am currently employed. 

Probably what I have lacked is the personal relationships/mentoring experiences that 
could result in me being a better leader or contributor to governance. . . I would like to 
be involved particularly within a mentoring relationship as the mentee . . .  

Personal benefits of governance participation 
When asked about the personal / individual outcomes from their participation in governance, 
8 of the 12 survey respondents with governance experience ticked ‘personal satisfaction’. 
Additionally, half or more of all respondents said that their participation in governance had 
resulted in an increased sense of worth / belonging / purpose, the opportunity to provide 
representation and a voice for people with disability, and increased self-confidence. Other 
responses included professional skill development, paid employment, and other 
responsibilities or engagements. Two respondents said that their participation in governance 
had resulted in none of these listed options.  

Participants most frequently cited personal or individual benefits as the most positive thing 
about participating in governance, for example: “having a voice”, “the sense of achievement 
against all odds”; “I like to know that even though I have an intellectual disability I can still 
have a voice within an organisation”; and “it helped me to talk to other people and respect 
people with a different aspect on life”. Other respondents valued the possibility of “helping to 
shape and improve organisations” and “know[ing] about the processes involved in the 
provision of support for people who experience disability”.  
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Challenges and barriers to governance participation 
Respondents with current governance experience provided insights into the least positive 
aspect of participating in governance, for them. Two referred directly to disability: “Some 
hearings excluded deaf people” and “I have to bring my disability to the fore sometimes 
when I feel I should not have to”. The lack of mentorship within governance structures 
(mentioned above) was also raised here. A number of respondents referred to ineffective, 
inadequate, inconvenient, tokenistic or even hostile governance processes or procedures as 
the least positive aspect of their participation in governance: 

Prejudice and rejection by disability organisations. 

How people go over other people’s head[s]. 

The limitations within systems for people to have their needs, wants and desires met 
at a most basic level. 

Sometimes the meetings go very late and I am tired and hungry. 

I think disabled and Deaf people end up sitting forever on committees and boards 
basically giving away their expertise for no reward. The organisation gets to tick the 
boxes re disability involvement without having to change a single thing about their 
workplace, workforce, practises and priorities. 

I am on the board of an arts organisation which has no other members with disability 
so dealing with these issues is not within their culture. 

Frustration with lack of governance expertise in small not for profits - too laid back an 
attitude - only acting when problems arise rather than being proactive. Too much 
reliance on good will instead of good governance. 

 

Discussion 
All data should be interpreted remembering that the respondents were sourced through the 
networks of arts and disability organisations in Australia, and therefore are not necessarily 
representative of people with disability more generally.  

Given the scarcity of research on the views of the general population on participating in arts 
and cultural sector governance (in Australia or elsewhere), it is hard to determine the extent 
to which their views and experiences might align or contrast with those of the people with 
disability who responded to this survey. The barriers and enablers to governance participation 
revealed here may also hold true to some extent for people without disability; adopting a 
governance role is not unambiguously easy for anyone, and training and resources can surely 
help. Nearly half the 672 respondents to a survey of board members of US-based non-profit 
organisations, for example, were less than satisfied with new board member orientation; they 
believed that “a comprehensive board orientation and/or and ongoing training program” 
would help them learn relevant skills and become better board members (Milleson and 
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Lakey, 1999, p. 10). Likewise, the individual benefits and challenges of participating in 
governance may be similar for people with and without disability. For instance, Our 
Community refers to ‘making a difference’, ‘gaining new skills’ and ‘expanding networks’ as 
being among the “highs” of governance participation (for people with or without disability) 
(n.d.(b)), reflecting the more specific findings of this current survey. 

For these reasons, the following discussion should be understood in the context of evidence 
(albeit mostly anecdotal, as noted above) that people with disability are currently under-
represented in governance roles in arts and cultural organisations in Australia. Strategies to 
remove barriers, support participation, and empower and encourage involvement of this 
group are therefore important, regardless of similarities or differences with the experiences, 
views, and representation of the general population in governance participation. In time, 
further studies will hopefully improve understanding of these issues.  

The finding that the majority of respondents in this study (20 of the 32) were not currently 
involved in a governance role, and the majority of those (14) were not seeking to become 
involved in one, may suggest a need for advocacy and awareness-raising for people with 
disability in relation to governance involvement. This potential need is corroborated by the 
statements of most survey respondents not seeking to become involved in governance: either 
they weren’t interested/lacked the time, or lacked understanding of the requirements of 
governance involvement. Also, of all respondents with a current governance role, over half 
were nominated or invited by someone else. In designing strategies to encourage people with 
disability to become involved with governance, stakeholders might remember that increasing 
the supply of opportunities for participating in governance does not necessarily mean that 
more people with disability will participate, or that they will participate more frequently or 
deeply (cf. LeRoux, 2009, p. 514). Other strategies will be important, such as providing 
appropriate training and resources, discussed further below. 

Respondents reported a range of challenges and downsides to their participation in 
governance. One of these was a frustration with organisations satisfying quotas (‘ticking 
boxes’) by involving people with disability in governance roles. Much literature cautions 
organisations against including people on governance committees to meet the requirements of 
funding bodies, to fulfil a quota, or for the sake of appearances (e.g. Drake, 1996; Cochran 
Hadden, 2005; Whitehead, 2005). Levels of engagement in governance can range from 
tokenism at one end to “extensive democratic power sharing and genuine collaboration” at 
the other (Drake, 2002, pp. 375-376). The survey results therefore suggest that arts and 
cultural organisations in Australia might critically reflect on the extent to which they truly 
share power and genuinely include people with disability in their governance processes. This 
is particularly important given the general imperative to empower people with disability (in 
the specific context of the Australian arts and disability strategy, but also within the social 
model of disability at large). Furthermore, equitable power-sharing stands to benefit these 
organisations themselves, since this is one of the identified hallmarks of good governance.  

Other challenges or barriers to governance involvement raised by survey respondents 
included practicalities (e.g. meetings that go very late) through to issues of ‘prejudice and 



	   10	  

rejection’, exclusion, lack of mentorship, frustration with the processes and procedures of 
governance itself, and the organisation’s lack of a ‘culture’ of dealing with disability-related 
issues. Some or all of these issues might be addressed through disability awareness training 
for the arts organisation, an undertaking that was considered important by respondents not 
currently involved in governance, as a means for enabling or facilitating their participation in 
governance. Those respondents who were currently active in governance roles corroborated 
the importance of disability awareness training for organisations, a third of them stating that 
such training had assisted their participation in those roles.  

The call for disability awareness training for organisations is by no means new 
(internationally, it dates back to at least the 1980s, when the Attenborough report on “arts and 
disabled” people” was released; Attenborough & Carnegie United Kingdom Trust, 1985), but 
the need for it, and for ongoing evaluation of its purposes and outcomes, is ongoing. Training 
and resources for the arts sector might educate organisations on the equality of people with 
and without disability (especially given survey responses relating to prejudice and exclusion), 
and promote understanding of the social model of disability, whereby the responsibility for 
creating an inclusive environment is shared. They might alert organisations to various forms 
of direct or indirect discrimination that might prevent people with disability from 
participating in the governance of an organisation, such as insisting on in-person attendance 
to board meetings, or not providing sufficient or accessible induction into governance roles. 
Training and resources might also highlight the need for clear descriptions of the terms and 
conditions of the governance role, as well as suggest ways to implement physical or 
organisational changes to enable a person with disability to be appointed to a governance 
role, undertake relevant training, and so on. Some of these issues are usefully discussed by 
Gration (1998) (though with reference to removing barriers to participation by people with 
disability in arts events, rather than in the organisational structure). Whitehead reminds 
organisations that: 

Successfully including a more diverse group of people means the board itself has to 
change; it has to include a broader range of ideas and be attuned to a wider range of 
voices. It is a two-way process; the new board members and the old board members 
learn from each other. (2005, pp. 283-284) 

While respondents also strongly indicated financial support or incentive would help or 
enable them to participate in governance roles, only two respondents currently in governance 
roles reported receiving financial recompense. This is in line with the findings of a recent 
survey of Australasian non-profit boards, which revealed that 85% of the 220 participating 
organisations did not remunerate their board members (Better Boards Australasia, 2011). 
Enjolras suggests that involvement in the governance of voluntary organisations is likely to 
be motivated by intrinsic and value-orientated incentives like pleasure and personal 
satisfaction, rather than extrinsic motivations like money (2009, p. 776). The survey findings 
confirm that participating in governance brought respondents individual and social benefit, 
including personal satisfaction, an increased sense of worth / belonging / purpose, increased 
self-confidence, and the opportunity to provide representation and a voice for people with 
disability. For several respondents, the ‘most positive thing’ about participating in 
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governance was framed in these terms of achievement, purpose, and well-being. Involvement 
in governance has been shown to enhance sense of civic participation, as well as building 
knowledge and skills that may then be transferred to other areas of participation in society 
(e.g. LeRoux, 2009, p. 503).  

Respondents indicated that resources and training for people with disability would 
facilitate their participation in governance, such as manuals and ‘how-to’ guides, information 
on other people with disability involved in governance, and governance training 
opportunities. Strikingly, more than half the respondents with a current governance role 
stated that they had received no general training or resources, nor training or resources 
specific to their needs as a person with disability, to help them in their governance role. 
Training need not be formal; the survey responses indicate that its participants place high 
value on mentoring, for example, as an enabler to governance participation. With potential 
benefits for mentor and mentee, as well as whole-of-organisation dividends in terms of 
fostering a supportive culture of reflective practice, mentoring seems a promising avenue for 
further exploration.  

Resources, training and mentoring for people with disability could cover topics such as 
appointment processes, duties and responsibilities, meeting procedures, legal issues, 
understanding organisational finances and accounting, and dealing with constitutions 
(Panousieris, 2008, p. 92). In terms of existing resources, two examples are the “how-to 
books” housed on the online Boards, Committees & Governance Centre (an Australian site), 
which guide individuals to secure and successfully carry out a position on the board of a 
community organisation; and the series of help-sheets on the same site, designed for people 
who are new to governance roles, to “step you through all of the things you need to know and 
do in order to prepare for a new board role” (Our Community, n.d.(a)). Another is The Artist 
Resource, “an online platform for artists to access professional development information, 
networks and pathways” (Accessible Arts, 2012). Although these are highly useful resources, 
they are not directed specifically towards people with disability seeking participation in 
governance.  

Training specifically for people with disability, and specifically in relation to participation in 
governance, does not yet exist in Australia. Various organisations offer formal or semi-formal 
training in governance, including the Australian Institute for Community Practice and 
Governance, which provides local practical, accredited (non-disability-specific) governance 
training for board / committee members (AICPG, n.d.), and Leadership Plus, a community 
organisation “that promotes people with disabilities as leaders” in society and the workplace 
(Leadership Plus, 2011). Promisingly, the recent Better Boards Non-Profit Board Member 
Remuneration Survey revealed that 70% of the 220 Australasian non-profit organisations 
surveyed recognised the value of ongoing professional development for board members by 
paying associated costs (Better Boards Australasia, 2011, ‘Key Findings’ section). Relevant, 
appropriate training empowers people to effectively and meaningfully participate in 
governance roles (Panousieris, 2008, p. 92).  
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The earlier-mentioned research project Governance Development for Cultural Practitioners, 
Artists and Arts Administrators with Disability or who are Deaf aims to address, in the 
Australian context at least, some of the gaps in resources and training revealed through this 
study. Intended outcomes include case studies of board participation by people with 
disability, and recommendations for developing further targeted training for individuals and 
organisations. Resources are planned in the form of “how-to” guides, both for people with 
disability interested in joining arts or cultural boards of governance, and for arts- and 
cultural- sector organisations looking to increase the representation of people with disability 
on their boards.  

The research reported on in this paper is one small step in a chain that works to remove the 
social and physical barriers that prevent people with disability from fully participating in the 
governance of arts and cultural organisations in Australia and beyond. Further studies may 
seek to corroborate the findings of this study, both by conducting similar research on a larger 
scale (with more respondents) and in other contexts (in other countries, and internationally). 
Specifically, and among other things, they may aim to identify similarities and divergences in 
perspectives on cultural-sector governance between people with disability and those without; 
investigate good practice models for organisational training and resource development; 
further explore ways to empower people with disability to participate in governance roles; 
and examine in greater depth the individual and organisational benefits of governance 
participation by people with disability. Outcomes of such research may act as advocacy tools 
for increasing participation of people with disability in governance, and may also assist arts 
and cultural organisations to understand their responsibilities and potential to engage people 
with disability in governance roles. In these ways, it is hoped this project will eventually lead 
to better governance practice in the arts, while also giving voice to those cultural 
practitioners, artists, and arts administrators with disability who make a fundamental 
contribution to the vitality of the arts and cultural sectors at large. 
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Appendix 
This appendix contains key quantitative data from the survey. Percentages are rounded to the 
nearest whole figure.  

Table 1. Self-identification of participants in relation to the arts  

I  am… 
Response 

Percent 
Response 

Count 

an artist 72% 23 
a cultural practitioner 25% 8 
an arts administrator 28% 9 
none of the above 19% 6 

answered question 32 
skipped question 0 

 

Table 2. Current employment in the arts or cultural sector 

Are you currently employed in the arts or cultural 
sector? 

Response 
Percent 

Response 
Count 

Yes, in paid work 28% 9 
Yes, in unpaid or voluntary work 31% 10 
No, not employed in the arts at the moment 41% 13 

answered question 32 
skipped question 0 

 

Table 3. Current involvement in governance 

Are you currently involved in the governance of an 
organisation? 

Response 
Percent 

Response 
Count 

Yes, an arts/cultural organisation 25% 8 
Yes, but not an arts/cultural organisation 13% 4 
No 63% 20 

answered question 32 
skipped question 0 

 

Table 4. Currently seeking involvement in governance of an arts/cultural organisation 

Are you currently seeking involvement in 
governance of an arts/cultural organisation? 

Response 
Percent 

Response 
Count 

Yes 30% 6 
No 70% 14 

answered question 20 
skipped question 12 

 

Table 5. Reasons for not currently seeking participation in governance 
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Reasons for not seeking part icipation 
Response 

Percent 
Response 

Count 

I'm not interested / I don't have time 35.7% 5 
I don't know how to go about getting involved 14.3% 2 
I don't really understanding the requirements of being 
involved in governance 35.7% 5 

Opportunities are not accessible 14.3% 2 
I feel discriminated against 14.3% 2 
Other (please specify) 21.4% 3 

answered question 14 
skipped question 18 

 

Table 6. Perceptions of what would enable participation in cultural-sector governance 

To what degree would each of the 
fol lowing help or enable you to 
part icipate in the governance of an 
arts or cultural organisation? 

Wouldn't  
help me 

at al l  

Would 
help me a 

l i t t le 

Would 
help me a 

lot 

Response 
Count 

Alternative formats for participation in 
governance (e.g. online) 

6 6 7 19 

Communication provided in alternative 
formats 

10 5 3 18 

Accessible venue for meetings 6 6 6 18 
Disability awareness training for the arts 
organisation 2 6 11 19 

Training opportunities for me, relating to 
governance 

4 5 9 18 

Resources for me, relating to governance 
(e.g. manuals / 'how-to' guides) 

3 6 10 19 

Information about how others with a 
disability have become involved in 
governance 

2 8 9 19 

Financial support or incentive for 
participating 

3 5 12 20 

answered question 20 
skipped question 12 

 

Note: Only those 12 people with disability who had identified as having current governance 
experience were able to access the survey questions that yielded the data in the remainder of 
this Appendix. Not all questions received a 100% response rate. 

Table 7. Length of involvement in governance 

How long have you been involved in the 
governance of an organisation? 

Response 
Percent 

Response 
Count 

Less than 1 year 0% 0 
1-3 years 46% 5 
3-5 years 27% 3 
More than 5 years 27% 3 

answered question 11 
skipped question 21 

 

Table 8. Governance role 
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What is your governance role? (Tick al l  that apply) 
Response 

Percent 
Response 

Count 

Office-bearer (e.g. president, treasurer, secretary) 46% 5 
Committee member 36% 4 
Sub-committee member 9% 1 
Other (please specify) 27% 3 

answered question 11 
skipped question 21 

 

Table 9. Means of acquiring governance role 

How did you get this role? Response 
Percent 

Response 
Count 

Someone else invited or nominated me 55% 6 
I put myself forward or self-nominated 18% 2 
Other (please specify) 27% 3 

answered question 11 
skipped question 21 

 

Table 10. Provision of governance training and resources 

Did the organisation provide you with any general 
training or resources to help you in your 
governance role? 

Response 
Percent 

Response 
Count 

Yes 42% 5 
No 58% 7 
If yes, please elaborate 4 

answered question 12 
skipped question 20 

 

Table 11. Provision of disability-specific governance training and resources 

As a person with disabil i ty, did the organisation 
provide you with any addit ional training, resources 
or support to help you undertake your governance 
role? 

Response 
Percent 

Response 
Count 

Yes 42% 5 
No 58% 7 
If yes, please elaborate 3 

answered question 12 
skipped question 20 

 

Table 12. Perceptions of what has assisted participation in governance 

Which of the fol lowing has assisted you to 
part icipate in governance? (Tick al l  that apply) 

Response 
Percent 

Response 
Count 

I was provided with alternative formats for participation in 
governance (e.g. online) 

17% 2 

Communications were provided in accessible formats 25% 3 
The meeting venue was accessible 42% 5 
The organisation underwent disability awareness training 33% 4 
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I was given training relating to governance 0% 0 
I was provided with resources relating to governance (e.g. 
manual / 'how-to' guide) 17% 2 

I was provided information about how others with disability 
have become involved in governance 8% 1 

I was given financial support or incentive for participating in 
governance 

17% 2 

None of the above 42% 5 
Other (please specify) 0% 0 

answered question 12 
skipped question 20 

 

Table 13. Personal outcomes of governance participation 

Has your part icipation in governance resulted in 
any of the fol lowing?  (Tick al l  that apply) 

Response 
Percent 

Response 
Count 

Personal satisfaction 67% 8 
Increased sense of worth / belonging / purpose 58% 7 
Increased self-confidence 50% 6 
Professional skill development 33% 4 
Opportunity to provide representation and a voice for people 
with disability 

50% 6 

Other responsibilities or engagements 33% 4 
Paid employment 17% 2 
None of the above 17% 2 
Other (please specify) 8% 1 

answered question 12 
skipped question 20 
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