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In 2015 Battersea Arts Centre (“BAC”) adopted a new mission. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For Rebecca Holt, Chief Operating Officer, the decision to move on 
from BAC’s previous mission “To invent the future of theatre” was a 
powerful indicator of the journey that the organisation has been on 
for the last twelve years under its Artistic Director, David Jubb.  The 
new mission moves BAC beyond a specific focus on theatre and 
firmly proclaims its commitment to encouraging others to develop 
their own creative talents. 
 
BAC is an innovative and nationally renowned arts centre based in 
Battersea’s distinctive former Town Hall.  It opened in 1981 under 
its first director, Jude Kelly.  The centre now welcomes over 
100,000 visitors per year to see a wide range of work and to visit its 
popular Scratch Bar and Bee’s Knees play-space.  It already has 
strong museum links through BAC Moving Museum and Creative 
Museums.   
 
In 2014/15 BAC had a total income of £5.8m including capital 
income of £2.1m and  £0.5m from an insurance claim.  Unrestricted 
income totalled £2.3m split between grants and donations (40%), 
trading income (26%) and tickets sales and fees (34%). BAC is a 
member of the Arts Council’s National Portfolio and receives an 
annual grant of £0.7m.   
 
Three connected developments have been central to BAC’s growth 
and income diversification:  
 
 A pioneering approach to making and sharing work: Scratch; 
 Implementing project working across the organisation and 

developing the role of creative Producer; and  
 A substantial programme of capital development. 
 
Scratch 
As Rebecca says Scratch is not always ‘an easy thing to explain’ 
because it attempts to turn on its head the traditional model of 
artistic production; instead of presenting audiences with a finished 
work to appreciate, it invites them into the heart of the creative 
process.  In BAC’s own words. 
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http://www.bac.org.uk/content/39800/moving_museum/wandsworth_collection/wandsworth_collection
http://www.bac.org.uk/content/39502/moving_museum/creative_museums/creative_museums
http://www.bac.org.uk/content/39502/moving_museum/creative_museums/creative_museums
http://www.bac.org.uk/content_category/3252/create_with_us
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Battersea Arts Centre encourages people to test and 
develop new ideas with members of the public – a process 
called Scratch. 

 
Scratch is about sharing an idea with the public at an early 
stage of its development. When you Scratch an idea, you 
can ask people questions and consider their feedback. This 
helps you work out how to take your idea on to the next 
stage. It’s an iterative process that can be used again and 
again. Over time, ideas become stronger because they are 
informed by a wide-range of responses. 
 
The feedback is an important part of the process but Scratch 
is not about doing everything that people’s feedback 
suggests; it is about using the responses to help you 
understand how people currently receive it and to help you 
shape your idea. The feedback doesn’t have to be a Q&A, 
you can simply share your idea ‘live’ and, by doing this, you 
can often tell what works and what doesn’t. Scratch 
recognizes that when an idea does not fully succeed, or 
even when it crashes and burns, that there is great learning 
to be gathered. Due to the vulnerability of asking people to 
share their ideas while they are still in development, the 
creative Producer role at BAC is important in ensuring care 
throughout this process. 
 
Scratch is used by artists to make theatre, by young people 
to develop entrepreneurial ideas, by local people who want 
to get creative and much more.  

 
Project working 
To complement and support Scratch, BAC have put project working 
at the heart of their organisation; every part of the programme is 
run as a project with a team that is responsible for planning and 
delivery.  The approach was inspired by a Clore Leadership 
Programme secondment to Unilever by the then Executive Director 
in the late-2000s.  Implementing this way of working has not been 
trouble free: some staff have missed the security of traditional 
departmental working and the decision making process can appear 
slow.  However the gains in accountability, flexibility and innovation 
have been essential. 
 
In 2008 BAC also made the decision to merge its ‘theatre’ and 
‘participation’ strands. This has enriched all areas of BAC’s activity, 
bringing new approaches and artists into each area, and has led to 
the more people-focused mission. 
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Transforming the building  
BAC has been working since 2007 on a phased scheme to renew 
and restore BAC’s home with the aim of creating 
 

..a building that is truly responsive to the people it is 
designed for: visitors, audiences, artists and staff. 

 
The phased approach draws on the learning from Scratch: the 
project has been developed in an iterative fashion rather than 
following traditional linear models.  In March 2015 the benefits of 
this agile approach became clear when BAC suffered a major fire 
that destroyed the Grand and Lower Halls.  The organisation’s 
rapid response drew widespread praise and allowed them to turn a 
potential disaster into a positive national story. 
 
Over the past decade BAC has radically changed how it works to 
deliver its evolving mission.  None of the changes have been easy 
to make and some have needed re-thinking in the light of practical 
experience. The change process is far from over; BAC has big 
ambitions for the future and significant challenges remain. In 
particular, the team need to complete the capital project interrupted 
by the fire in 2015 and to focus on the hard task of growing their 
commercial operations.  The next 12 months will be, Rebecca 
confides, ‘a challenging period’ as they work towards getting the full 
capacity of the building back in 2018. 
 
Rebecca offers the following advice to organisations that are 
looking to change how they work. 
 

Think largely about the Scratch process.  Test ideas.  Really 
engage with audiences and get lots of feedback.  Be bold…..
[You need] lots of communication to bring people into the 
process and testing of ideas. But Scratch removes so much 
of the risk, because you don’t have to invest everything into 
one finished product all at once – meaning you can be more 
risk-taking. Let people feel and see the little changes 
happening in front of them. 
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