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AB: This is ‘From A to B’: Conversational snapshots of the journey toward sustainability.  
 

My name is Adam Bradley, and I’m the Arts Programme Co-ordinator at Arts & Business 
Northern Ireland, where we champion a more sustainable future for the Arts Sector in NI 
by supporting organisations with fundraising, strategic development, partnership and 
governance. This fortnightly summer series of four podcasts will give artists and arts 
professionals the opportunity to be the proverbial fly on the wall to discussions between 
sector leaders about organisational growth, fundraising, adapting to change and corporate 
partnership, to inspire and equip the sector with ideas on how to become stronger and 
more resilient. 

 
I’m delighted to introduce the first episode of the series, ‘Growth’, with special guests 
Mark Robinson, Director of Thinking Practice, a consultancy specialising in helping the 
cultural sector increase impact and build resilience, and Deirdre Robb, Chief Executive at 
Belfast Exposed, Northern Ireland’s leading contemporary photography centre. I hope you 
enjoy! 

 
MR: I'm Mark Robinson. I run a consultancy called Thinking Practice, and I'm broadcasting live 

from Stockton-on-Tees from my office in my terraced house. I've been working with Deirdre 
through the Blueprint Programme, and I've been working with Arts & Business NI for a few 
years, getting over to Belfast and really enjoying working with people there, so I’m looking 
forward to this discussion. 

 
DR: I'm Deirdre Robb, and I’m CEO of Belfast Exposed Photography. We’re based in the heart of 

Belfast, and we are an organisation that's coming up to our fortieth anniversary actually, 
which is really kind of exciting for us. We do, not just photography and galleries, but we do a 
lot of education and outreach work. We have an amazing archive, really of international 
interest, and we also do a mental health and well-being programme as well as training. So, 
there's a lot of things there that we engage with, and we see ourselves more as a centre 
than a gallery. 



 

 
 

 
MR: That’s great, and our theme for today is ‘Growth’. So, what does what does growth mean for 

you and Belfast Exposed, to put it into context? 
 
DR: Growth means financial sustainability, which is really important as we come out of our 

Covid-19 crisis and enter the economic crisis. And it means flexibility, that creative 
resilience—that you have been educating us on—it's been really important because we have 
to look at ourselves and make sure that we're going to be not just surviving in the future but 
fulfilling our dreams and our mission. About four years ago we were quite a broken 
organisation. In fact, we probably should have closed the doors. But through the endeavours 
of the staff and the Board and myself, we really have got ourselves into a better position; a 
normal position that the arts would be in. But we're looking for that growth, that will 
actually take us to that freedom of financial sustainability. 

 
MR: Growth’s an interesting word for me, because I think so many of our economic and social 

issues and climate issues come from this idea that you can have endless growth in the 
economy; that everything needs to get bigger and bigger and so on. Whilst I can still see that 
tactically (and tactics are important for me as you know, the book that I fed into the 
Blueprint Programme with is called Tactics for the Tightrope), it is about, if we live in a 
certain society, which we do, and a certain set of operating rules, an operating system, we 
might tweak and change that, but at the moment we’re working in it and we have to be 
tactical rather than strategic. Growth can be a bit problematic environmentally, but there 
might be ways to grow and increase our capacity without damaging the ecosystem or 
getting too big. The kind of growth that you've talked about is about making stronger, 
making fitter. I suppose the negative image, which is not how you're working, would be 
blowing up a balloon; it grows and grows and grows and then goes pop at some point. Or 
the air goes out of it very quickly and comically. Does that sense of growing to be stronger 
rather than necessarily growing to be bigger fit with your sense of that word? 

 
DR: Definitely. I call us a small-medium enterprise and I'm not imagining we're going to become 

a really large institution. We have the capacity to grow so much in that financial way. A 
couple of years ago I knew we were on the bottom ladder, and we were we were pulling in 
just over £210k. My Treasury was saying “If we could get to £300k, it would mean we would 
be a bit more sustainable, and we’d be out of that really risk area.” So, we moved it to the 
£300k and then funders were saying “well, you're not considered big enough for this kind of 
funding unless you’re at £400k” and so I got to that and then that's what made me think, 
where do I need to go next, because that's not the answer. I could, yes, probably go and find 
another trust or foundation, and take it to there, but what does that actually mean for us as 
an organisation? And it really is not the best approach. 
 
So, I started to look at the infrastructure of the organisation and that continual review of 
what we're doing. Is it working? Does it fit with our values? Is it fitting with our mission? I 
feel that is going to continually make us stronger and more engaged and more responsive to  



 

 
 

 
our audience and our participants. And it makes us more appetising as well to investors. So, 
it's kind of looking at different perspectives to strengthen what we know we can do, and 
what we can do really, really well. It is the growth in the organisation; an internal 
infrastructure, making it work better. Not necessarily smarter, because we are smart 
anyway, but making it work better. There’s an old saying we have, and we use regularly 
enough: “Does it make the boat go faster?” if it doesn't, get rid of it, pop it overboard, and 
we have been doing that. If it's not working, don't keep with it. Just let it go. 

 
MR: How easy is it to let go? Because that's a conversation I quite often find myself having with 

people. How do we stop doing things? Is that part of the culture there? 
 
DR: Oh, there's definitely a culture of that. If we are familiar with it, it is really hard. You know 

it's sort of doing a bit of good, but it's actually not working for you as an organisation. We 
have an attitude of distributed leadership where we meet twice weekly. The first meeting is 
just the normal catch up: what are you doing and what do you need help with. Then the next 
meeting is a strategy meeting where we discuss together the things that are working or not 
working, and where needs strategic direction. Through those open conversations we've 
been able to help some of the staff realise that whilst they love doing that, it's not actually 
productive for us as an organisation, or there's fresher thinking out there that we maybe 
need to introduce. It is challenging and it does involve taking a few risks sometimes, but if 
we're doing it collectively, and for all the right reasons, it is the best thing for the 
organisation in the longer term. 

 
MR: Yeah, and that's different from turnover, isn't it? The other old saying I was thinking of when 

you were just talking, which sort of comes from profit-making business, but I think it applies 
in other areas; “turnover is vanity; profit is sanity.” Which is perhaps a bit too neat, but 
there's something in that. If you're a £600k business, and you have £1 left at the end of the 
year, it depends what you're doing with that £600k worth of work, whether you're more 
productive than an organisation that has £10 or a £100 left over. A lot of that what you're 
describing there, it takes time doesn't it? Time to have those staff meetings time to reflect in 
the way that you're talking about. Again, just to throw another old saying in; “time is 
money.” So how do you make sure that you are able to give the right time to things? 

 
DR: This really has to be incorporated into our longer-term planning. I recall a member staff said 

to me, “we have too many meetings, we could be working while we're having the meetings,” 
because they do sometimes last a couple of hours. But actually, through those meetings and 
those conversations we enable each other to do our work better. It's not a waste of time. It 
is conversational, and sometimes it can be a bit random, I have to come up with something 
to talk about, and that links into one of their posts, and the work that they do. But that time 
allies us allows us to plan better. Sometimes we are like hamsters on a wheel going round 
and round doing the same thing, not really going anywhere. That analysis, and that continual 
review, and just that room for thought, I think it works exceptionally well. 



 

 
 

 
MR: It's interesting. You do hear it, it's a common thing; “oh, meetings take up time.” Meetings 

can be done really badly, and I think that's sometimes where that comes from, but equally if 
you use that hour or two really productively, they could be the best, most productive two 
hours of your week. 

 
DR: I definitely would agree with that and it’s also an opportunity to inspire and that's a word 

that sometimes is forgotten about as well. The staff need to be inspired. I need to be 
inspired by what they’re doing. Some of the work that we are really engaging on and really 
showcase, it’s inspired by the staff and the work that they had done, that I hadn't even 
known about before I joined the organisation. But I recognised the massive benefits of it and 
getting those conversations flowing allowed me to see the opportunities with that. If your 
staff are inspired and you're inspired and your board, that's going to be your driver to take 
you forward. 

 
MR: And that's a big aspect of the distributive leadership that you mentioned. You have to, have 

that inspiration and enthusiasm in place, and confidence in each other as well.  
 
DR: Yes, and the staff do very diverse things. If everybody's informed it means we can go 

forward together as opposed to “that's your responsibility, that's your responsibility.” That 
doesn't really work. We in the arts, working together, we work better. I believe in 
collaboration, I believe in partnership, and that helps drive the sector forward, not just 
yourself.  

 
MR: So, you mentioned there about how hard It can be sometimes for people to sort of find the 

time to take stock. Although you and I had actually met before, we met most recently 
through Blueprint, the five-year programme around resilience and sustainability that Arts & 
Business NI developed. In way that seems to have been a chance for lots of people that I've 
spoken to take stock, to step back. Has Blueprint served as that ‘taking stock’ thing for you? 

 
DR: For sure. To be honest with you, you're quite right. Where that review has really came to 

fore was through this programme. Covid allowed me time to do a mental health strategy I 
could never do within my workplace. It's so important that we do this and take that time, to 
not just strategically plan, but actually work out what is best for the organisation; what is the 
current contemporary thinking out there. And I certainly learned a lot of new things about 
creative resilience, about change capital and your reserves, and that has been a 
gamechanger for me. Also, through our conversations, a new model and new way of 
working that is actually now the driver for Belfast Exposed to move forward. That has been 
an arrival unravelling for me because, at the same time, we know what we're doing, we 
know we're doing okay and we're doing it well, so why change it? Why pursue? Because that 
previous model will not change with the times. And the new model, I do think it is very 
exciting, but it is an opportunity for us to really grow as an organisation and strengthen our 
offer and what we do. 



 

 
 

 
MR: So, part of what your new model was going to be was additional capacity, to use that word, 

particularly within the curatorial, so you can be even stronger than you than you have been, 
and take all the games up a notch (I don’t know whether that’s a sporting metaphor or not, 
or whether it feels accurate). But tell us why capacity and growth are often a bit of a chicken 
and egg for arts organisations. aren't they? You’re trying to go “We haven’t got time to keep 
going around chicken, egg, chicken, egg, chicken, egg; we're breaking through with 
something.” How did you settle on the approach that you've got? 

 
DR: Through our mentorship. I'm just going to give you a bit of credit for this Mark. I don't 

always like giving men credit, but you did well this time. You listened to what our needs 
were, and our needs were about visibility, changing the way of working, looking at our 
board, and all sorts of things. The model you discussed with me was the cycle model which 
had four main components to it. For me, when I read through it, I just felt that this was so 
right for us as an organisation. I’ll quickly go through the parts.  
 
1. Great Art, and we all do great art; there’s no doubt about it. But this the gamechanger 

art, the like of photography terms David Bailey. Somebody everybody knows. Or Nan 
Goldin who, in contemporary terms, would bring a lot of attention to us as an 
organisation and drive a lot of audiences to us. 

 
2. Then you have Aggressive Marketing. Not the aggressive marketing in another 

organisation like Coke and Pepsi, but and throwing everything you have at it, really 
giving it a lot of energy and thought, and planning. Plan for five years, not planning from 
one year to the next year, because you need to plan longer to get that great art. With it 
you develop a public program which really engages people six months in advance of it 
coming.  

 

3. Then, once you get all of that into gear, you require the Family. Not like the Mafia, but 
ours is like that at times (I’m the Don). But the family is your staff and your board and 
your audiences. Our Board has been very much second cousins, maybe once removed, 
watching what we're doing, making sure we’re doing the right things, which legally we 
have to. But they need to be brought in to help me more with our financial resilience 
and become a cousin. They still need to have a little bit of reservation. And our funders 
absolutely have to be part of the family because they're going to help us move forward 
in this. And, of course, our audiences.  

 

4. When you get the combination of those things, you get the Money, you get the 
investors. You get people wanting to give you money to support what you’re doing. And 
it is a completely different way of working from one annual funding application to 
another, etc., etc.  

 



 

 
 

 
It just felt right for me as an organisation that this new kind of model allowed some of our 
vision and our mission, which we call out all the time, and it's about empowering people 
through photography, and giving them that understanding of how it can benefit them. But it 
does, in the longer term, create sustainability because you're building all those partnerships 
with it, you're investing, you're creating that visibility.  
 
We're at the stage that we have grown as an organisation, and we did take an external 
review of our staff, and it said you need a curator. We had about £27k set aside, and I said 
“great, what I’ll do is I’ll make it part-time, and then it looks right” and then I realised 
someone is not going to come to Belfast Exposed on a part-time basis for £27k, that has the 
level of experience that we really need to make that great art happen. So, therefore lieth the 
risk.  
 
Part of the creative resilience approach is you have to take risks. You have to be willing to 
take risks. We've always taken risks but they’ve all been a lot more calculated. I've had to 
talk to the staff, to the board, and even to the funders, and tell them, “I'm going to have to 
take a risk because I haven't planned for this additional money for a really high end curator, 
a senior creator post.” Unbelievably. everybody's bought into the concept, so that's where 
we're going, and we're going to be looking at that great art and start our five-year planning 
to do that. That would strengthen what we have in the organisation because that curator 
will filter into all of the different areas that we're working in, not just in the gallery. People 
maybe sometimes have misconceptions about what a curator is, but definitely that level of 
experience will strengthen what we have to offer. There's nothing wrong with our curatorial 
remit as it stands, but it's not going to drive us anywhere. We'll be doing the same thing in 
another 5 years or another 40 years; what's the point? It's about moving forward. 

 
MR: Yeah, it's really interesting, the direction that you've taken. There's a couple of things to say 

before I get to that one. One is just to give a little credit for the cycle that that you 
mentioned there, which I came across through the work of Michael Kaiser and Brett Egan in 
the States. It's one of the tools in my toolbox, and I suppose what struck me from how you 
describe it is that this is about—I have a really big thing about purpose, which is the heart of 
resilience. You know, money matters, people matter, but it’s that shared purpose, and that 
being strong and true. Without that, what’s the point? And you've got that within Belfast 
Exposed. This is a way of doing that even more. That's what I think is interesting about what 
you're trying to do, rather than the financial approach to resilience that sometimes means 
“Let’s build this expensive café on the side,” which may or may not suit the purpose. So, it's 
really interesting to me that it's very much about purpose. There's also a long-term thinking, 
the way you describe it. 

 
DR: I think most arts organisations—sometimes in the visual arts we’re looking at the next 

couple of years—but generally that thinking of the annual funding applications coming up, 
what is it we're actually going to do? That leads to a bit of crisis management. but we're 



 

 
 

familiar with doing it, so we do it, and it's a norm. It's not really considered bad practice, but 
actually in the real thinking it is, because how can you really plan to develop your audiences? 
You need to be relevant to Joe Blogg on the streets. He needs to understand why putting 
their taxpayer money and giving it to us is a good thing to do, and until we can do that, we're 
never really going to win the hearts and minds. This kind of programming will allow that to 
happen because it will be people that they're familiar with, they get excited about, and they 
will recall for a long time. So, it's not just about that financial compensation for doing this 
kind of program, it's actually for Joe Blogg on the streets to really benefit from the work that 
we do in a much, much greater way. I don't believe that building audiences is from one year 
to the next year as cultural tourists or whatever. But this actually, is a game changer and will 
allow us to reach a lot of people over a longer period of time. And proper planning will 
actually secure our growth and secure our sustainability both financially and within the 
organisation. 
 

MR: One of my big things in the book, and the thing I am least good at, is about keeping some 
slack. Not over committing your time or your organisation’s time, because slack helps with 
redundancy, slack helps whether it's in workload if you get a fortnight off because of Covid 
or any other reason, or you lose a member of staff. So how are you thinking about slack as 
you take these risks towards growth? 

 
DR: Well, that's an interesting one, because I’ve been working really hard about building our 

reserves, and we're nearly at that three months, acceptable perimeter for the arts here in 
Northern Ireland. A lot of our attitude is “we never touch that; you leave that there; that is 
sacred.” And to some degree, it's really an exit strategy to close an organisation. What good 
is that doing in many terms? Niamh Goggin—she talked about capital reserves and change 
capital, and about how an organisation needs to consider for those changes. It's not just for 
the Covid changes or the economic crisis, but about change that is going to happen in the 
future. So, we’re working with the accountant and the board and we're actually looking at 
and building that change reserves and incorporating that money into our accounting 
procedures. And I have to use my reserves for this year. There's no option, and I'm planning 
next year about how I can generate a bit more income to alleviate any of the pressures. But 
for the future, we have to put in change reserves to allow us that slack. We don't know 
what's ahead of us, and we don’t know what's out there, and it is so important. I am 
concerned that anything over three months is considered as “that's it, you should just leave 
it at that”. Some funders are going “well, you don't really need our money if you have 
reserves.” I know it’s happened before, and that's where cuts were made if they had 
reserves to keep them going. Reserves need to be more than just an exit strategy for an 
organisation. It needs to be. 

 
MR: I really agree. Having the money which you can invest for growth helps you to bring in other 

money. Funders of all sorts like that, or it can underpin your ability to pay back a loan if loan 
finance was part of the mix for some organisations. So, I think you're absolutely right. 
Organisations need to do that. Get your accountant on board to make that really clear why 



 

 
 

you're doing it, so that people don't think you’re awash with money but can't spend it, 
because you've got plans for it, or you've got plans for plans. I think the other thing is how 
hard it is to build up reserves if you’re project funded as well, because the project funding 
things don't lend themselves to growth. You can't go back and go “we’ve made £5k surplus” 
because you run the risk of a funder saying “well, we'll take that off your last payment.” 

 
DR: Yeah, and they would, and they would have to. 
 
MR: Many of them would, yeah. 
 
DR: I suppose for that reason, we’re trying to maximize as much earned income as possible. 

Most people see us as a gallery but as I mentioned we're a centre. We're doing other things, 
and we have always been able to generate a certain amount of income. Most visual arts and 
galleries can because it’s about an exhibition space, it’s about audience development. But I 
think everybody has to be a bit more creative. Look at what the potentials and possibilities 
are out there. Certainly, that's part of our plan moving forward. Are we still doing it? Is it still 
working for us? That continual overview, but also what other things can we be doing? 
What's the next selling capacity within visual art? And I agree with you, it's not about 
opening a coffee shop. 

 
MR: They’re great, but they're cash cows. I think one of the things that's interesting about the 

approach that you've taken and one of the things that I talk about in the characteristics of 
that creative resilience, is the sense or the ability that people have of agency or power to do 
what they feel is right. That’s what I really see in the approach that you've taken. When you 
came back after one of the conversations going “I've really decided we need to be bolder”, 
which connects right back to the agency part of creative resilience. 

 
DR: Completely, because I think in a sense what you’re saying is that it gives you confidence. 

Approaching that concept of creative resilience for me, it's knowing it and being empowered 
by that knowledge and sort of going, “well, this is what I have done, this is what I can do.” 
And it gives you that confidence to know that you have the right model there to deliver on 
that. Half the time, we are all going, “it is a big risk, it’s calculated to a degree, and I have to 
go with my gut instinct,” and sometimes that itself is a scary one. But at the end of the day 
we have to be bolder, and we have to remind ourselves what our vision is, because most of 
us started at a grassroots level here in Northern Ireland to some degree. It's a concept or 
idea from an artist themselves, who was passionate enough to drive it into something. To 
really maintain the ambitions of the organisation is a big risk, and it is a challenge, but I think 
it's reinforced we're going on the right road, and it's given me the confidence and my staff, 
and together we’re stronger and working together. So, I think that boldness should be part 
of the DNA of their organisation, and not to be afraid. Sometimes, I can understand you 
saying, “don’t take on too much,” but seizing opportunities when they arise saying, “let's go 
for it! Does it feel right? Let's go for it. Let's try it.” It's OK for it not to be successful all the 
time, but you've learnt something from that.  



 

 
 

 
MR: Absolutely. I talk about keeping some slack. Maybe, as with all good rules, they should be 

contradicted at times. I'm just thinking of a couple of occasions recently where I've said yes, 
and thought, “Oh blimey, when am I going to fit that in?” But my experience is that that's 
where some the best stuff I've done has been. That thing I said yes to, that if I'd been more 
cautious, I wouldn't have. 

 
DR: We’ve started to engage in that a bit more, but doing it realistically; is it helping us? And I 

suppose for that visibility we need to take a few risks. But it's not that we have to do 
everything. There's a lot of people that can enable and help us and have already started 
doing it. So, it's building a bigger family and we continually think about that. “Is it Great Art? 
Is it part of our vision and our values? Are people buying into it?” And if it is—I don't mean 
that automatically brings investment, we've still some work to do—but it is bringing 
investment and in a completely different way than what we’re used to doing. 

 
MR: That's really interesting. I Think that notion of risk can scare people. It can scare boards 

sometimes, but there is something of, when something's risky only means that you just need 
to put the contingency measures and the safety measures in place. You know people 
tightrope walk across Manhattan. It was an incredibly risky thing to do but there are all sorts 
of safety things; they didn't just go do it. And that's the same with the risks that any 
organisation takes. If someone was listening to this thinking, “that sounds interesting, but 
it's all right for Belfast Exposed,” what message would you have to anyone, or top tip, 
around getting out of that chicken and egg of capacity and growth? 

 
DR: The big thing is to know yourself, and to be honest with yourself, and actually look at where 

you are and what you have done previously and eliminate what's not working. Take advice 
from other people. There are a lot of organisations out there that will share their 
information: Arts & Business NI, Thrive, Arts Council NI, Belfast City Council. It's about being 
confident in yourself that you understand where you are and have the vision of where need 
to go step by step. And it does take a long period of time; it's not going to happen overnight. 
But it's allowing that time and that planning to enable you to move forward. 

 
MR:  Well, I'm, looking forward, to seeing what happens next time I'm over in Belfast. 
 
AB: If you’d like to know more about Mark’s work, you can visit his website, 

thinkingpractice.co.uk, where you can also access his new book, Tactics for the Tightrope: 
Creative Resilience for Creative Communities. And make sure to check out Belfast 
Exposed’s website, belfastexposed.org for information on all of their upcoming exhibitions 
and photography courses. Thanks from everyone at Arts & Business Northern Ireland to 
our guests Mark Robinson & Deirdre Robb, to our friends at White Noise Studios in Belfast 
for their kind support, and to our principle funder, the Arts Council of Northern Ireland. 

https://www.thinkingpractice.co.uk/
https://www.belfastexposed.org/

