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Introduction 
Scotland’s proposed new Culture Strategy promises a 
fresh start for culture in Scotland at a time when 
public budgets have been reducing. To help in the 
development of this strategy, the National Trust for 
Scotland commissioned public opinion research to 
better understand public priorities for culture. Our 
findings are that public definitions of culture are very 
broad – broader than what might be considered a 
stereotypical view of “culture” - and that places and 
participation (like green spaces and outdoor events) 
feature strongly in public preferences. Encouragingly, 
there is strong interest in a range of cultural 
expressions across all parts of Scotland and 
throughout different age, sex and income groups. 
  

Key findings 
x Public understanding of what constitutes 

“culture”, and what should therefore be in a 
culture strategy, is very broad, going beyond 
stereotypical definitions of culture.  

x Support for a cultural strategy is strong, with 
only 1% of respondents believing that public 
funding should go elsewhere. 

x Respondents gave priority to cultural 
expressions that included a sense of place - 
parks, gardens, designed landscapes; 
landscapes and natural beauty; and historic 
buildings. 

x Cultural expressions with active 
participation, including sport, and festivals 
and events, also scored highly with 
respondents. 

x While there were few significant differences 
in the types of cultural activities preferred, 
there were differences by age, sex and 
income group in the level of cultural interest. 
Younger people, men, and lower income 
groups tended to have fewer cultural 
interests on average than older, female, or 
higher income respondents.   

 
The research 

Partnering with Kantar TNS, we interviewed 1,115 
respondents, weighted by sex, age, social grade, and 
area (West, East/South, and North). We asked 
respondents which of the following areas of cultural 
expression should be included in the Scottish 
Government’s proposed cultural strategy: 
 
Summary of findings 
Respondents took a broad view of what constitutes 
culture in Scotland, and therefore what should be 
included in a culture strategy.  
 
Place was considered to be central to culture, with 
Parks, gardens and designed landscapes having the 
highest preference at 53% of respondents; followed by 
landscapes and natural beauty (48%); and historic 
buildings and sites (48%).  
 
Historic heritage, in the form of museums and 
libraries also scored relatively highly, at 47% of 
respondents.  
 
Participation in culture was also prioritised by 
respondents, with Festivals and events (48%), and 
Sports and recreation (49%) both scoring highly. Sport 
and recreation was included as an option reflecting 
the often close links between culture and sport in 
government1, and the results here suggest this is an 
area to be explored further. 
 
Interestingly, the more conventionally defined cultural 
sectors were in the middle of the range of respondent 
preferences, with Performing arts – 44%, Creative 
industries (film and media, animation, games, etc.) – 
40%, and Visual arts – 39%, all coming in slightly lower 
than themes linked to place or participation.  
Intangible heritage scored lower with respondents, 
with Tradition, customs and stories at 38%, and 
Languages (including Scots and Gaelic) at 36%. Also at 
the lower end of respondent priorities were Food and 
Drink (38%), and Architecture and Design (33%).  
 
Promisingly, almost all respondents considered a 
culture strategy was a good thing to have – only 1% of 
respondents thought that public investment should be 
used elsewhere.  
                                                                 
1 For example, the current Department of Culture, Media and Sport in 

England, or in previous arrangements within the Scottish 
Government/Scottish Executive. Local authorities in Scotland often combine 
these themes in the form of joint culture and leisure trusts, of which there are 
currently 26, providing 85% of publicly funded leisure and cultural facilities 
(source: Community Leisure UK).     
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Results by sex 
 
There were interesting differences in prioritisation by 
sex, with male and female respondents tending to 
favour different elements of culture.  
 
For male respondents, the preferences for inclusion in 
any future strategy were: 

x Historic places 
(monuments, 
buildings, and 
archaeological sites) 
(49%) 

x Parks, gardens and 
designed landscapes 
(47%) 

x Landscapes and 
natural beauty 
(National Parks, scenic 
areas, country parks) 
(46%) 

x Museums and 
libraries (objects, 
literature, archives) 
(45%) 

x Festivals and events 
(42%) 

x Creative industries 
(film and media, 
animation, games) 
(41%) 

x Performing arts 
(dance, film, music, 
circus etc.) (37%) 

x Tradition, customs, 
stories (35%) 

x Languages (including 
Scots and Gaelic) 
(35%) 

x Food and drink (35%) 
x Visual arts (painting, 

photography, 
sculpture, fashion etc.) 
(32%) 

x Architecture and 
design (32%) 

 

 
For female respondents, the ranking of preferences 
were: 

x Parks, gardens and 
designed landscapes 
(58%) 

x Festivals and events 
(54%) 

x Performing arts 
(dance, film, music, 
circus etc.) (51%) 

x Landscapes and 
natural beauty 
(National Parks, scenic 
areas, country parks) 
(50%) 

x Museums and 
libraries (objects, 
literature, archives) 
(48%) 

x Visual arts (painting, 
photography, 
sculpture, fashion etc.) 
(45%) 

x Sport and recreation 
(44%) 

x Food and drink (41%) 
x Creative industries 

(film and media, 
animation, games) 
(40%) 

x Tradition, customs, 
stories (40%) 

x Languages (including 
Scots and Gaelic) 
(37%) 

x Architecture and 
design (33%) 

 

 
Comparing male and female top preferences, Parks, 
gardens and designed landscapes, and Landscapes 
and natural beauty were shared priorities. However 
Sport and recreation was the highest priority for male 
respondents, at 58%, compared to only 44% for 

female respondents. Male respondents also tended to 
give higher priority to heritage elements, including 
historic places, and museums and libraries. By 
contrast, female respondents were more likely to give 
priority to the performing arts.  
 
Female respondents appeared to be slightly more 
culturally engaged than male respondents, with 589 
preferences expressed compared to 530 for males, a 
difference of 11%.  
 
Both sexes were in agreement that culture was a 
worthwhile investment, with only 1% in each group 
considering funding should be used elsewhere. 
 
Results by income 
Respondents were grouped by social grade, drawing 
on the Office of National Statistics classification. This 
arranges the population by occupation: 
 
Grade Description % of 

population 
A High managerial, administrative or 

professional 
4 

B Intermediate managerial, 
administrative or professional 

23 

C1 Supervisory, clerical and junior 
managerial, administrative or 
professional 

29 

C2 Skilled manual workers 21 
D Semi and unskilled manual workers 15 
E State pensioners, casual or lowest 

grade workers, unemployed with state 
benefits only 

8 

 
The graph overleaf gives the full results, and we found 
that cultural interests were broadly spread across all 
income groups, and followed a similar pattern in 
terms of preferences. Outliers included AB 
respondents attaching a higher priority to historic 
places, and C1 respondents giving greater priority to 
performing arts.   
 
However there were differences by income group in 
terms of the level of cultural interests. With the same 
pool of potential votes, AB respondents expressed 648 
preferences, compared to 610 for C1 respondents, 
and 473 for C2 respondents – a 27% difference 
between AB and C2 respondents. DE respondents 
(which includes students and retired people) had a 
slightly higher level of cultural interests at 494 
preferences, a difference of 24% between AB and DE 
respondents. 
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Results by age 
When respondents were grouped into age bands, we 
found significant differences in cultural preferences 
between these different cohorts.  
 
Top five preferences by age group 
16-24 age group 
x Festivals and events 
x Performing arts (dance, film, music, circus etc.) 
x Sport and recreation 
x Creative industries (film and media, animation, games) 
x Languages (including Scots and Gaelic) 
25-34 age group 
x Parks, gardens and designed landscapes 
x Festivals and events 
x Historic places (monuments, buildings, archaeological sites) 
x Landscapes and natural beauty (National Parks, scenic 

areas, country parks) 
x Food and drink 
35-44 age group 
x Festivals and events 
x Parks, gardens and designed landscapes 
x Sport and recreation 
x Museums and libraries (objects, literature, archives) 
x Performing arts (dance, film, music, circus etc.) 
55-64 
x Parks, gardens and designed landscapes 
x Historic places (monuments, buildings, archaeological sites) 
x Landscapes and natural beauty (National Parks, scenic 

areas, country parks) 
x Sport and recreation 
x Museums and libraries (objects, literature, archives) 

65+ age group 
x Parks, gardens and designed landscapes 
x Landscapes and natural beauty (National Parks, scenic 

areas, country parks) 
x Sport and recreation 
x Museums and libraries (objects, literature, archives) 
x Historic places (monuments, buildings, archaeological sites) 
 
The youngest cohort, 16-24, showed the greatest 
variance from other cohorts. It was the only age group 
where Creative industries, and Languages appeared in 
the top five. 
  
For younger age groups (16-24, 25-34, 35-44) Festival 
and events featured in every top five list, but not for 
the two older cohorts (55-64, 65+).  
 
Parks, gardens and designed landscapes were in the 
top five for all age groups, with the exception of the 
16-24 cohort. Similarly, museums and libraries were a 
priority for all age groups from 35 upwards.  
 
When levels of cultural engagement were considered, 
engagement was found to be highest in the middle 
age groups (the 35-44 group expressing 613 
preferences, 45-54 with 593, and 55-64 with 601), with 
both younger and older age groups expressing slightly 
fewer preferences. The 16-24 cohort had 514 
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preferences, and 25-34 year olds 569 preferences, 
differences of 16% and 4% respectively with the 35-44 
age group. Older people, aged 65+, had 493 
preferences, a difference of 20% with the 35-44 age 
group.  
 
What does this mean for a future Culture Strategy? 
Current national policy on culture is informed by the 
Scottish Household Survey, which includes measures 
of participation and of attendance. These data are 
used in the National Performance Framework which 
tracks progress across government and which, in its 

latest revision, includes a national outcome for culture 
(“We are creative and our vibrant and diverse cultures 
are expressed and enjoyed widely”). These indicators 
are the focus for government efforts to increase 
participation and attendance. 
 
However, the definitions of cultural expression used in 
the Scottish Household Survey are narrower than 
those used in our own research. We also see 
differences between survey preferences for inclusion 
in the strategy, and actual uptake – which tends to be 
lower. 

 
National Trust for Scotland research – 
What would you like to see in a cultural 
strategy? 

Scottish Household Survey – current 
participation in cultural activities, 2017 

Scottish Household Survey – current 
attendance at cultural activities, 2017 

x Parks, gardens and designed 
landscapes (53%) 

x Sport and recreation (49%) 
x Historic places (48%) 
x Landscapes and natural beauty (48%) 
x Festivals and events (48%) 
x Museums and libraries (47%) 
x Performing arts (44%) 
x Creative industries (40%) 
x Visual arts (39%) 
x Traditions, customs, and stories (38%) 
x Food and drink (38%) 
x Languages (including Scots and Gaelic) 

(36%) 
x Architecture and design (33%) 

x Read for pleasure (65%) 
x Creative work on computer/social 

media (27%) 
x Crafts (17%) 
x Dance (12%) 
x Played instrument/written music (12%) 
x Photography/making films or videos 

(11%) 
x Art/sculpture (12%) 
x Creative writing (5%) 
x Performance with audience (5%) 
x Other cultural activity (4%) 

x Cinema (59%) 
x Live music event (33%) 
x Theatre (33%) 
x Library (29%) 
x Museum (33%0 
x Historic place (35%) 
x Gallery (21%) 
x Exhibition (18%) 
x Street arts (18%) 
x Culturally specific festival (15%) 
x Dance show/event (12%) 
x Classical music/opera (8%) 
x Book festival or reading group (5%) 
x Archive or records office (2%) 

 
The importance of place in culture 
Our research suggests that by recognising the cultural 
value of place, including natural environments, the 
new culture strategy could have greater reach and 
impact than if it was exclusively focused on those 
cultural elements that make up the Scottish 
Household Survey definition.  
 
By bringing place within the government definition of 
culture we would also be building on what 
communities regard as their cultural assets. We 
currently lack good data sets on the spread and use of 
cultural assets in local areas, and it would be a major 
step forward if the strategy could help establish such a 
baseline. These data could then be used in initiatives 
such as Understanding Scotland’s Places, and the Place 
Standard to help design public interventions. 
 
Sports 
The perhaps surprising prioritisation by respondents 
of sport and recreation in a culture strategy is worthy 
of further exploration, particularly for engagement  

 
with men. While policy makers tend to see these as 
often distinct domains, their overlap is recognised on 
the ground with the proliferation of joint culture and 
leisure trusts. There may also be lessons for cultural 
provision in the approaches taken to sport. The 
Facilities Planning Model (developed by sportscotland 
and the University of Edinburgh, and now also used by 
Sport England) is intended to ensure adequate level of 
provision for the public based on population size, 
access and current assets.  
 
Age and sex 
Our survey found some significant differences by age 
and sex. On average, female respondents had a 
slightly higher level of cultural engagement than male 
respondents. Younger people in the 16-24 age group 
differed the most from other cohorts, but the 
variations in preferences across all age groups has 
implications for both provision and for expectations 
for participation in these different cultural 
expressions.  
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Income 
Finally, when responses were analysed by income, we 
found a broadly similar range of cultural interests 
across income groups, but a declining depth of 
interest moving from higher incomes (AB 
respondents) to lower incomes (C1, and DE) – i.e. on 
average, respondents in lower income groups were 
interested in fewer forms of cultural expression than 
higher income respondents. 
 
Again, this has implications for both provision and 
expectations of take up in the cultural strategy, and 
also calls for further research to understand the these 
differences.   
  
The current Scottish Household Survey suggests some 
similar differences, but as with our own survey these 
are national results. To better understand the reason 
for these differences, and what they mean for culture 
in Scotland, will require further work. 
 

 


