
1. "All art is quite useless!" (Oscar Wilde)  Can art teach us how to 'manage' 

better?  Discuss, drawing on theories and examples of arts-based-

learning.

The first publication of Oscar Wildeʼs controversial novel, “The Picture of Dorian Gray”, in 

1890, led to an avalanche of outraged criticism due to the interpretation of its content as 

immoral by various Victorian critics who believed that artʼs role was to educate. As a reply 

to the publicʼs reaction, Wilde rewrote some of the passages as well as added more 

chapters to justify his charactersʼ actions and to simplify the moral and philosophical 

messages. However, devoted to the aesthetic school of thought and therefore believing in 

the intrinsic values and the beauty  of “art for artʼs sake”, he also added a preface to the 

novel in which he defended the freedom of art by claiming that, as an object, it is “quite 

useless” because it is not meant “to instruct or to influence action in any way”, but simply 

to be admired and “create a mood” (Oscar Wilde, 1891:1). 

In the practical, productivity oriented, industrialised world, “useless” is one of the most 

abominable adjectives as anything that serves no functional purpose is generally 

condemned by a society lost in the pursuit of capitalist value. Its association with “art”, 

leads therefore to the outcasting of works that have been created without a specific, 

practical aim and which form a field meant only to entertain through “beauty” by revealing 

its message to the educated viewer “but by concealing its artist” (Oscar Wilde) and 

especially  the path to its production. However, despite the stereotypes circulating in the 

judgement of the twenty-first century, corporate driven world, in the “creation” of “a work of 

art” lies a lot more than simply scribbling words on a piece of paper, dipping a brush in 

coloured paint or playing an instrument. Complex thinking, planning, trial and error as well 

as continuous improvement through rehearsal are just a few steps of the artistic process, 
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usually ignored even by  the artists themselves, if the finalised piece fails to impress its 

audiences. All these could be easily  deconstructed and successfully applied in a variety of 

other circumstances, like they have been, for example, in science, where figures such as 

Einstein, Feynman or Feigenbaum “have credited the arts as a source of their 

inspiration” (Root-Bernstein, 2000:61). The process of “making art”, rather than the works 

of art themselves, can help in the development of a variety  of skills, feelings and thinking 

patterns which lead to the improvement of both the results of any daily  action and the 

steps taken towards them.   

To address the question of what exactly “art” can “teach” and what can be “learned” from it, 

a clear definition of what it stands for is required. Furthermore, in analysing the relationship 

between art and “managing”, the extensive meaning of the verb needs to be addressed as 

well because it can be applied to everyday life but also be associated with certain 

individuals within social or organisational structures. Last, but not least, to understand the 

extent to which the two can be linked, a discussion of what “better” management refers to 

and how art interacts with it is also mandatory as it can be the first step in giving directions 

and determining the outcomes of such collaborations. 

“Art” and “to manage”

Throughout its history, the word “art” mainly referred to the possession and mastering of a 

skill in a variety of fields, such as “mathematics, medicine or angling” (Williams, 1983:40) 

but it acquired a more specialised definition in the medieval curriculum which included “the 

seven muses” in “the arts” (history, poetry, comedy, tragedy, music, dancing, astronomy). 

To these, the dominant categories that define the concept today have been added, a group 

of abilities that facilitate the transformation of raw materials with the purpose of sending a 

specific message as well as the artefacts created in the processes of “painting, drawing, 

engraving and sculpting” (Williams, 1983:41). Within this functional description, art is 
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defined as a cultural practice that involves the creation of “a specific and definable object” 

which stands for “a self-conscious, personal or collective expression of something” (Lewis, 

1990:5). The distinguishing feature of the arts lies therefore in the “symbolic goods” they 

work with, products whose value is not “contained in physical properties or tangible 

qualities but in ideas, images, emotions and experiences” (Bilton, 2007:138). 

The verb “to manage” entered the English language from the Italian “maneggiare” which 

means “to handle” and especially to train horses, but was quickly extended in operations 

which required “taking charge, directing” (Williams, 1983:190), first in military contexts, 

then fields which implied the strategic control of resources (human or material) towards 

achieving goals. In the corporate world, management operates through planning, 

organising, leading/directing, controlling/monitoring and motivating (Fayol, 1916) and is 

associated with a group who posses a number of professional and personal qualities, and 

who form “a central institution of contemporary society, the most important culture that has 

emerged in modern times” (Hatch, 2005:130). On the other hand, another very common 

use of the word is “to succeed in doing something”, a process which all human beings 

need to go thorough to survive in everyday life.  

At a first glance “art” and “managing” scarcely  have any  common features, one being 

“seen as the field of the inspiration, imagination, and creativity, while the other as the 

domain of rationality, efficiency, and profit” (Antal, 2009:8). However, if the process of 

creating a work of art is fragmented, it becomes evident that “it is not really ʻthe artsʼ in 

general that are necessary, it is the aesthetic approach to observing and thinking included 

in the artistic process that can help in developing” (Buswick et al., 2004:2) the linear, 

quantitative, results-oriented managerial practice of any kind.  
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Arts-based-learning in theory and practice

Although business has been using “art” in a variety of domains and departments for many 

years (Austin and Devin, 2003:xviii; Antal, 2009), it was only recently that the collaboration 

between the two was explored by theorists. They rely either on academic research from 

both sectors (Darso, 2004; Nissley, 2002, 2008; Taylor, 2009 or centres like The Harvard 

Business School or The Banff Centre) or on a variety of practice-based evidence (best 

shown in the special editions of The Journal of Business Strategy, 2005 and 2010 as well 

as in the case studies presented by organisations that used it, the most cited being 

Unilever and its Catalyst project). 

This extensive interest in arts-based-business led to various international events in the 

field, such as the conference Art of Management and Organisation (now preparing its 6th 

edition), IDRIART (a festival in Slovenia) and to the birth of centres such as Creative 

Alliance Denmark, the Centre for Art and Leadership  at the Copenhagen Business School 

or The KaosPilots project. Even if some universities always focused on the development of 

skills outside the managerial process in their business students, an important change in 

the education system occurred as well with more MBAs incorporating modules based on 

the arts. Moreover, the rise of companies formed by artists offering support to businesses 

is probably the most evident sign in the popularity of “one of the ten most important 

emergent trends of the twenty-first century” (Seifter and Buswick, 2005:1) as “more and 

more often, managers  embrace music, poetry, theatre, visual arts, and other forms of artful 

expression as sources of helpful metaphors and practical tools” (Adler, 2006).

Artful making, artful creation and arts-based-learning are the main terms used when 

referring to applications of the arts process in managerial environments. Austin and Devin 

(2003) place “artful” in the theory and practice of collaborative art as it requires an “artist-

4



like attitude”, an ability to work towards a new goal without following previous instructions. 

By adding it to “making” defined as “altering or combining materials into a new 

form” (2003:xxii) through the intervention of a “maker”, a different way of approaching 

business issues arises, that of creating new things by “thinking, talking and 

collaborating” (2003:xxii). This approach focuses on “innovation” and it is opposed to 

“industrial making” which follows only strategical steps that precede actions. 

The association “artful creation” is attributed to Lotte Darso (2004) who searched the ways 

in which business can learn from the arts as well as how this educational process can take 

place. She described four functions of art in the corporate world: decoration (using works 

of art with certain messages in the organisationʼs spaces), entertainment (facilitating the 

exposure to various art forms), instrument (using art in order to improve certain business 

related skills such as communications or design) and last but not least as an overall 

approach to strategic transformation (incorporating stages from the art creation process in 

the long-term strategy of organisations). 

The roles above are included in what scholars place under the umbrella of “arts-based-

learning”, a variety of tactics through which management educators are instrumentally 

using the arts as “a pedagogical means to contribute to the learning and development of 

individuals, as well as to the entire organisation” (Nissley, 2010:12). The difference 

between “teaching” and “learning” has to be addressed because if the first considers a 

passive involvement of the student, the second requires an active process of 

understanding, interpreting and reflecting on the information received. “Arts-based-

learning” goes beyond the simple “teaching” of artistic techniques and focuses more on the 

ideas that participants in such programs discover through reflecting on their actions and 

the ways in which they apply them in their work.
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Managing BETTER

To determine how arts-based-learning can help  in making the managing process “better”, it 

is essential to understand what exactly  is good, bad or average management. At an 

individual level, it seems impossible for a person to ever stop “managing”. Even the simple 

everyday tasks such as feeding or sleeping require a certain amount of planning, problem-

solving and decision making to be completed successfully. The way in which they  are 

performed can take to different outcomes and their optimisation is always welcomed as it 

leads to saving resources (such as time or money), achieving better results, or extending 

to other dimensions of life (like education or social and professional relations).   

Moving towards the business and corporate sectors, even if the arts are often perceived as 

“managerially underdeveloped” (Evrard and Colber, 2007:7) there are several sub-

disciplines of general management which can definitely find the managing of arts inspiring: 

strategic management, human resources, finance and accounting, marketing and 

consumer behaviour. The recent increase in the use of arts-based methods has been 

encouraged by the globalisation of networks, the increase of commercial domination, the 

complex and chaotic business environment, the decrease in the cost of experimentation 

and most of all the yearning for significance at a social and corporate level. Underneath 

these arguments lies an emphasis on the need of a different approach than the one 

“embodied in the traditional tools of logic and rationality” (Taylor and Ladkin, 2009:56). The 

collaboration between art and business is therefore more welcome than ever “as when 

business sense a chill wind, they need to reconnect with a more mistrustful public, surprise 

a hunger in themselves for creativity, and attract and retain their most talented 

employees” (Colin Tweedy, Arts&Business in Nissley, 2010:16). 
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In an industrial context, creativity is defined as “the production of new ideas that are fit for 

a particular business purpose” (DTI, 2005:2), usually without following a predetermined 

path (Robinson and Stern, 1997). These ideas are then transformed into “structured and 

systematic processes” that lead to the actual growth driver and business imperative: 

innovation, “the one irreplaceable human skill in an increasingly  automated world, the only 

sustainable source of competitive advantage” (G. Siedenberg, CEO of Verizon in Adler, 

2006:2). The key words seem to be: imagination, creativity, innovation and inspiration and 

because they  closely  follow the elements of the artistic flow: inputs, process and outputs 

(Davis and McIntosh, 2005), they are automatically placed under the umbrella concept of 

arts. However, to what extent are they all present in the work of artists in general, how 

aware are the creators of art of all the abilities, skills and qualities they posses and how 

well determined is the boarder between them to make the knowledge transfer easy from 

one side to the other? 

What exactly can arts do to help

Taylor and Ladkin (2009) mentioned four processes that operate outside the conventional 

organisational training through which arts-based methods can contribute to the 

development of managers and leaders. The first one is “intuitive and qualitative skills 

transfer” (Nissley, 2010:8) which includes presentation and listening techniques, 

combinations of colours and materials towards new products, basic design abilities in 

research and development, drawing, voice work and many more. Its main area of 

application is “communication” as organisations must learn how to “create compelling 

stories around complex sets of features and benefits” (Reaves and Green, 2010:30), 

whether the flow of messages is externally directed, towards audiences, but more 

important, internally, towards the staff, the first gatekeepers in any corporate process.
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The second, “the projective technique”, implies using the arts as a means of “fostering 

reflection through projection” (Taylor and Ladkin, 2009: 57) and requires a direct, physical 

involvement in art towards finding new ways of expressing thoughts (for example building 

LEGO representations of the values of organisations to better understand and relate to 

them). Arts can also help  in “illustrating the essence” of different concepts through the 

exposure to performance, such as theatre plays which focus on leadership  or teamwork or 

films that illustrate inspirational and motivational themes. Finally, “artful making” is 

mentioned as a means of expressing deep emotions and feelings which are generally 

repressed in the business world, by directly engaging in the process of creation and 

reflecting upon the results of the work. The arts therefore enrich imagination, as well as 

spatial thinking and abstract reasoning while making employees and employers 

understand that it is not just “what you see (collect), but how you interpret (connect) what 

you see that determines appropriate action (create)” (Merritt, 2010:76), each step  being 

fundamental to the efficient functioning of organisations.

Reeves and Green (2010) also mentioned the improvements arts-based-learning can bring 

to the communications field but added two more areas that can be developed through 

artistic training. They focus on “thinking outside the box”, differentiation and “blue 

ocean strategies” (Kim and Mauborgne, 2005) as in a business environment in which 

innovation is critical to survival, development should be more than “an extension, 

refinement, or improvement of existing products, but truly new, game-changing ideas, with 

a breakthrough value equation” (Reeves and Green, 2010:30). The closest comparison 

within the arts world can be made with the avant-garde movement which continually 

reacted against the timeʼs processes and assumptions, transforming the permanent 

search for difference in a constant quality. 
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These intersections between the fields, disciplines and even different cultures create the 

perfect environment for “the Medici effect” to occur (Johansson, 2004:1), challenging 

collaborations which normally wouldnʼt occur and leading to the birth of potential 

revolutionary ideas. Artists therefore can also act as very good consultants, as “outsider 

minds”, because they remain outside corporate structures (Reeves and Green, 2010) and 

can see opportunities in patterns and signs that business people recognise as familiar 

restrictions. 

Arts-based-learning however, doesnʼt always have to be focused on directly  improving 

managerial skills and by no means aims to transform executives into artists over night. 

Suzanne Merrit (2010:72) explains how some of the projects she worked on (for example 

the Polaroid Creativity Lab) were meant to “deepen the ability to experience the 

aesthetic dimension of life” by introducing “beauty” and the ways to search for it to the 

corporate world. In practice, “you might think of arts-based-learning as a ropes course for 

innovators” but rather than being “outward bound, they are inward bound” (Merritt, 

2010:70). HR training and exercises are quite often based on over the top  activities which 

physically and psychically  push the participants and revolutionise to a certain extent their 

way of perceiving their abilities, work, colleagues, employers and many more. Arts-based 

activities work in the same way as they involve taking risks, challenging assumptions, and 

entering uncharted territories, just that instead of being pushed to skydive or jump from a 

cliff blindfolded, groups are asked to draw a portrait or write a poem, which, for a rational, 

objective driven employee or manager, could be a lot more challenging (Merritt, 2010). 

One-off activities or ongoing processes

The range of activities is  very wide and spreads  among all sectors of the arts. For 

example, through learning how to draw participants  understand how to look at the world 
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by analysing both the objects and the spaces between them  (Merritt, 2010) and the same 

goes for music where the pauses are as important as the notes (Bilton, 2007:106). Also, 

this  can act like a great “confidence builder” as  many begin the workshops with the life 

long-assumption that they can’t draw or play an instrument. 

Collage is another artistic area that encourages new forms of expression by rearranging 

existent materials  and Merritt (2010) explains how effectively it was used at the meeting of 

the Young Presidents Organisation when by making aesthetic decisions in connecting 

“beautiful” pieces to explain business plans, 500 participants “created a way to talk to each 

other about their dreams” (Merritt, 2010:75). This  changed the informal relationship 

between them to one based on mutual understanding through human emotions and 

aspirations. Also, one of the most significant points about making and exploring symbolic 

models  like drawings, collages or even sculptures through spontaneous and intuitive 

“metaphorming” (expressing science through art), is  that they enable participants “to do 

what geniuses do: see the simple in the complex” (Siler, 2010:52). Using role-playing and 

improvisation from stage performance, as Learning World does in its management 

trainings, can have the same effect and regardless of the number of people involved, the 

crossing of barriers through artistic expression allows for the human behind the corporate 

position to be revealed, making it easier to relate to and communicate with (Bilton, 

2007:107).

In terms of external communications, science writer John Bohannon (2011) demonstrated 

how effective and interactive can presentations be if they are mixed with live dance 

performances. Also, marketing and public relations rely strongly on “creativity” while 

advertising is considered an “art” (Wilcox, 2008) meaning that messages sent to the 

audiences of organisations can be better packed when possessing artistic skills. On the 
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other hand, some sectors of the arts focus more on the acts of rehearsal and repetition 

which generally lack the extensive creativity factor in allowing artists to improve their final 

pieces which they review over and over because “sometimes the processes of making 

donʼt need to be innovative; sometimes exact replication will do” (Austin and Devin, 

2003:41). From working with live performance directors (theatre, dance, musicals), artful 

managers can learn how to set-up an iterative process which although permanently 

following similar requirements, allows for innovation in every repetition, leading to a 

product which incorporates all the best parts from the entire cycle. Obviously, the process 

is more effective if it requires minimal costs. 

Furthermore, “by imparting the skills of listening, observing, and creative teamwork, 

education for orchestral performance” (Glen Fukushima, Airbus in Nissley, 2008) or 

different ensembles, can encourage excellent collaboration within business teams. One 

other aspect mentioned by Nissley (2010:14) is the “brain calming” effect which all live 

performers go through before each show as  knowing how to control nerves is extremely 

important during business presentations or meetings. 

Evidently, there is “no shortage of articles describing how business can learn from the arts, 

but, so far, few companies have taken arts-based training beyond simple skills 

development and into strategic thinking and major change” (Buswick et al, 2004:2). One of 

the most acclaimed examples is the Catalyst project at Lever Faberge which has been 

going on since 1999. Also, the XEROX Parc which operated between 1993 and 1999 

(Naiman, 2003) has proved to be very successful in inviting new media artists to work 

alongside Xerox product developers (Barry  and Meisiek, 2010). The Airis project in 

Sweden (Lindqvist, 2004), the NyX Innovation Alliance project in Denmark (Barry  and 

Meisiek 2005), and the Disonancias project in Spain, in which artists focused on working 
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with a number of organisations to transform the overall mission and objectives over a 

longer period of time, proved once again that “creativity does not consist only in 

introducing new, innovative elements, it may also require reconfiguring the existing 

systems” (Biton, 2007:173) towards an improved organisational functioning. 

Arts-based-learning is therefore a lot more than the one-off training sessions. If combined 

with a variety  of programs, focusing on different areas of businesses and permanently 

encouraged by all those involved in the organisations, it can lead to long-term 

transformation. “It has a structure, it is rigorous and it is reliable; as long as you furnish an 

environment in which your people can do it and keep  creating it” (Eric Schmidt, Google,  

cited in Austin and Devin, 2003:1). This means that managers must defy preconceptions 

about the inutility  of art, they must allow for investment in the programs and most of all, 

make sure it becomes part of the everyday activities.  

Problems with theory

However, for all the above to happen, it is mandatory that a thorough portfolio of research 

and case studies is put together to present and support the positive outcomes of such 

extensive programs. Schein (2001) raises two key questions which need to be answered 

to make the field flourish: “Why is art relevant to other elements of society  like business or 

government? Why should managers learn anything about art and the role of the artist?”. 

Antal (2009) analysed a potential “Framework for Evaluating the Effects of Artistic 

Interventions in Organisations” as she claimed that although all previous arguments in 

favour of arts-based-learning are founded and well presented, not so much evidence 

exists about actual evaluation. Also, a great part of the literature is “inspired by personal 

experience” and although “the quotations provide interesting information about the positive 
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sides of arts-business collaborations, they  are singular opinions and they do not include 

evidence of impacts” (Andal, 2009:13). 

Providing proof in this area is a very difficult task as most of the time the outcomes of the 

projects are based on uncertainty  and improvisation and therefore canʼt be evaluated in 

business terms by strictly comparing the results with the initial objectives. Also, the two 

main modes of “impact” that artistic interventions can have on organisations 

(Arts&Business, 2004), the technical (skills and knowledge transfer based mode) and the 

inspirational (new ways of thinking), canʼt be clearly distinguished as often they work 

together rather than side by side. Overall, from the analysed scholarship  existent in the 

field, it appears that there is still a veritable hunger for exact evidence as “stakeholder 

groups: intermediary organisations, artists, managers, employees, consultants, 

researchers” (Antal 2009:48) want to find exact reasons to continue supporting the efforts 

as well as to improve them substantially. 

One other aspect that needs to be investigated is the actual number of businesses which 

use arts-based-learning as part of their ongoing daily activities, especially in the current 

times of recession. The same examples appear repeatedly, making it hard to see the 

extent to which the practices spread in different business fields, as well as geographically, 

away from the Western World. The permanent switch between art, creativity and 

innovation also needs to be explained as the three terms have very different meanings. 

Many of the arts-based-learning efforts are actually placed under the improvement of 

“creativity” in participants, creating a confusing framework as although art canʼt exist 

outside the creative process, not all creativity exercises lead to the creation of art.  
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A final point which seems that none of the scholars or practitioners addressed is the 

benefits that artists have for engaging in such projects. Apart from the material gain, as the 

programs financially reward the “tutors”, it appears that the arts part in “arts-based-

learning” would always be willing to share its knowledge and experience to help  the 

corporate sector, regardless of the context. Also, the training of the artists themselves in 

order to prepare for such workshops is ignored, although they require a certain level of 

teaching skills as well as the ability  to understand and fragment their own inner creative 

process, which for many comes not from intense study but from talent.  

Conclusion

There are key areas in which art can definitely help businesses to flourish through 

developing the articulation of feelings and emotions, learning how to cope with uncertainty 

and risk, understanding the variety  of angles from which challenges can be approached or  

offering a neutral space for thinking (Creamer, 2011). However, without structure and 

strategy that can exploit all of these, they can easily be misunderstood and labelled as 

“useless”. An organisation needs both the artist and the manager, ideally in the same 

person, as although the business of business is business, “it turns out that people whose 

business is art are sometimes useful in helping organisations to innovate and 

communicate” (Reaves and Green, 2010:35). 

To conclude, “the answer to whether arts-based learning can make a difference in 

managing is no, yes, and maybe. Used well, arts-based accompaniment can certainly 

open up  thinking, but it can also be used to mask corporate rhetoric and work practices, 

leaving employees singing, dancing, and ʻʻfalala-ingʼʼ in their sweatshops and 

offices” (Barry in Nissley, 2010:15). 
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