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Executive summary 
 

In 2020, the Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture of the European 

Commission contracted the study ‘The situation of theatres in the EU Member States’. 

The study was carried out by PPMI in cooperation with KEA European Affairs. The purpose 

of this study was to provide a comprehensive mapping of the socio-economic profile and 

impact of the theatre sector, including the various support schemes existing in the EU 

Member States.  

The thematic focus of this study is the theatre ecosystem (excluding other performing arts 

activities such as opera, ballet, dance or circus). In terms of its geographic scope, the 

study covers all EU Member States. Additional data on support measures adopted in 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic by national, regional and local authorities across non-

EU Creative Europe countries were collected during the study’s desk research phase.  

In carrying out the study, the research team adopted a mixed-methods approach. They 

conducted extensive desk research, mapping references relating to the socio-economic 

situation of the theatre sector in the EU Member States. In addition, 75 interviews were 

conducted with stakeholders at EU and national levels, including representatives of policy-

making institutions, sectoral organisations, theatre venues and companies (both public and 

private), and educational institutions. The data acquired through the desk research and 

interviews were synthesised in 10 country case study reports. The research team also 

launched an online survey of theatre stakeholders to gather quantitative data, collecting 

153 usable responses from 20 EU Member States and six non-EU states (incl. Creative 

Europe countries). The preliminary findings of the study, together with its conclusions and 

recommendations, were discussed in a validation workshop that gathered together 16 

representatives from the European Commission and stakeholders in the sector. 

Key findings 

The data gathered by the study reiterates the role of theatre as an important public space 

for fostering an open European society. Alongside other sub-sectors within Europe’s 

creative and culture sector (CCS), theatre is a significant contributor to social cohesion and 

the well-being of the population. Theatre was noted as reflecting contemporary society 

(especially Europe's cultural and linguistic diversity), and to mirror current issues.  

 

The study confirms that the theatre sector in Europe is very diverse, and that its system 

of production and dissemination is fragmented. The theatre ecosystem is composed of 

public organisations (directly managed by the state or local authorities), private 

organisations working with public funds, and entirely private, commercially oriented 

theatre venues that rely mainly on box office revenues. In addition, significant differences 

exist in the programming systems under which theatres operate – repertoire-based or 

production-based. 

Socio-economic situation of the sector 

A major issue faced in mapping the sector and measuring its size and impact was the lack 

of available and comparable data. Statistical definitions of the sector have not been 

harmonised at either EU or national level. Specific data regarding the theatre sector are 

often not singled out and not separated from that covering the general arts/entertainment 

sector. Instead, statistics on theatre are often reported as a sub-sector of the performing 

arts, which include opera, dance, circus, mime, and other cross-disciplinary performance 

formats. Hence, the figures below aim to provide only a snapshot of the theatre sector in 

Europe.  
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According to our mapping, based on official statistical sources (which do not provide 

definite figures, and may also include other performing arts venues alongside drama), the 

number of theatre institutions in EU Member States can range from seven (in Latvia) to 

4,252 (in Spain). However, the data collected from official statistical sources are not fully 

comprehensive, as the types of venues/companies counted in each country differs. In a 

given year or season, theatres in EU countries staged from 3,021 performances (Bulgaria 

in 2020) to 65,995 (Germany, 2018/2019 season). Attendances at theatre performances 

ranged from 371,000 audience members (Bulgaria, 2020) to more than 18.5 million 

(Germany, 2018/2019 season). The data gathered showcase the sector's great potential 

to engage a substantial part of the population. 

Data regarding the revenue generated by theatre venues, companies and other 

establishments were found for nine countries. These data are not easily comparable, as 

some statistics measure total revenue (including revenue from all types of activities), while 

other statistics report only revenue from ticket sales. The largest revenues generated by 

theatres were in Germany (EUR 586,757,000 during the 2018/2019 season), Austria 

(EUR 174,586,000, 2017/2018 season) and Portugal (EUR 125,314,000 during 2019). 

Theatre is part of the highly labour-intensive and dynamic cultural and creative sub-sector, 

which provides employment for a wide range of artistic, administrative and technical 

occupations. According to data from Eurostat, the Performing Arts sub-sector saw the 

strongest growth in value-added and employment between 2013 and 2017. Nearly 

2 million people,1 representing up to 25% of workers in Europe's cultural and creative 

sector,2 were employed in the live performing arts, including theatre and music.  

Employment under a permanent contract is more common in publicly funded institutions. 

In contrast, most workers in the private sector work on a freelance basis, particularly those 

personnel who are in creative positions. A significant portion of practitioners working on 

freelance contracts face precarious work conditions. This situation is reflected in the 

findings of the survey, where a substantial share of respondents reported not having access 

to certain social security entitlements or feeling insecure about their jobs. For instance, 

54.4% of professionals who responded to the survey said they were not entitled to free or 

significantly discounted health care; 51.7% said they were not entitled to paid sick leave; 

and 40% said they could not claim a retirement pension.  

The study showed that creating and putting on theatre productions across borders can be 

a challenge, for various reasons. These include the system under which the theatres 

operate (differences between the production-based and repertoire/ensemble-based 

systems), as well as differences in repertoire, and in funding systems. Furthermore, theatre 

practice is rooted in languages – a fact that hampers the smooth exchange of performances 

and touring opportunities. The taxation of cross-border performances is another issue that 

causes problems for artists working internationally (e.g. Article 17 of the OECD Model Tax 

Convention may create double taxation and high administrative expenses3).  

Theatres rely on a variety of funding sources, from public funding to self-generated income 

and private funding. Usually, public support (especially in the form of subsidies) makes up 

a significant part of the budgets of theatre organisations, except for those that are solely 

commercially oriented. Public intervention has traditionally played a crucial role in 

supporting the theatre sector, which suffers from a "cost disease".4 Despite recent 

 
1 Pearle* Europe, ‘On the European stage 2019–2024 priorities for the live performance sector’ March 11th, 2019 Available at: 

https://www.pearle.eu/news/on-the-european-stage-20192024-priorities-for-the-live-performance-sector  
2 See: https://ec.europa.eu/culture/sites/culture/files/factsheet-culture-may2018-en.pdf 
3 European Expert Network on Culture and Audiovisual (2020), The status and working conditions of artists and cultural and 

creative professionals. Available at: 

https://eenca.com/eenca/assets/File/EENCA%20publications/Study%20on%20the%20status%20and%20working%20condition

s%20of%20artists%20and%20creative%20professionals%20-%20Final%20report.pdf  
4 William J. Baumol and William G. Bowen (1968), Performing arts: the economic dilemma. A study of problems common to 

theater, opera, music and dance. Cambridge: M.I.T. Press. 

https://www.pearle.eu/news/on-the-european-stage-20192024-priorities-for-the-live-performance-sector
https://ec.europa.eu/culture/sites/culture/files/factsheet-culture-may2018-en.pdf
https://eenca.com/eenca/assets/File/EENCA%20publications/Study%20on%20the%20status%20and%20working%20conditions%20of%20artists%20and%20creative%20professionals%20-%20Final%20report.pdf
https://eenca.com/eenca/assets/File/EENCA%20publications/Study%20on%20the%20status%20and%20working%20conditions%20of%20artists%20and%20creative%20professionals%20-%20Final%20report.pdf
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improvements in productivity levels, the sector is still characterised by high fixed 

production costs (e.g. equipment, costumes) and marginal costs (associated with each 

play) that cannot be fully charged to the consumer because the ticket price would be too 

high. 

Impact of COVID-19 on the sector  

The COVID-19 pandemic has severely hit the theatre sector, resulting in long periods of 

closure, interrupted seasons, and scattered rehearsal times that have negatively affected 

the process of creation and production. Based on the data collected, in some countries, the 

number of performances staged fell by half or more between 2019 and 2020 (e.g. a fall of 

53.7% in Lithuania). Box office revenues declined by 62% in Lithuania, and as much as 

78.45% in Italy, between 2019 and 2020. In Berlin-based institutionally funded theatres, 

orchestras and dance groups, a 73% drop in audience numbers was reported. 

Some theatre productions that have been created during the pandemic will not be shown 

for another one or two seasons. This ‘production jam’ will be detrimental to Europe's next 

generation of young artists, who will lose opportunities to be seen by professionals and 

audiences, limiting their career development. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has further accelerated the digital shift in the sector. Many theatre 

practitioners and venues were forced to move their activities online in order to maintain 

their presence and continue their social mission to provide cultural content to society. 

Theatre companies and venues proposed such activities as 3D theatre festivals, virtual 

performances, workshops, interviews or behind-the-scenes tours, some of which were 

offered free of charge. Hybrid (online and on-site) forms of theatre were also born during 

the crisis. In the realm of technical innovation, the pandemic pushed the theatre sector to 

accelerate its use of digital solutions for recording and streaming performances. 

For many professionals engaged in such activities, however, this digital work did not 

provide sufficient income to make up for the work they had lost in live performances. 

Disseminating theatre performances online is not yet a business model for earning income, 

which means artists often work for free – increasing their precarity. Yet, the pandemic has 

advanced the exploration of issues relating to copyright, privacy, monetisation, market 

concentration, inclusive access, safety and digital footprint, as well as sparking discussion 

within the sector.  

Maintaining or regaining the link with audiences, especially among those members of 

society who have been most isolated during the COVID-19 pandemic, and are located far 

(physically, economically or socially) from the cultural offer, will be a priority for the 

recovery. Bringing theatre to young audiences will be especially important, as this can 

directly empower youth. Involving young people in creative decision-making processes 

through a strategic participatory approach can help to build citizen engagement. 

Support measures at national and EU levels 

Public authorities at EU, national and local levels have responded to the pandemic by 

providing various support measures aimed at businesses and workers in general, and at 

the CCS or theatre specifically. The study team identified 142 national support measures 

(released by March 2021) in 27 EU Member States, from which the CCS (including the 

theatre sub-sector) could have benefited. Of these measures, 15% were theatre-specific 

(in France, Germany, Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Poland, Spain and 

Sweden). Upon the re-opening of the sector, support was also provided in other forms 

(e.g. by covering loss of ticket sales in the event of restrictions that required theatres to 

operate with a limited capacity). 
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At institutional level, the COVID-19 pandemic has led to unprecedented levels of solidarity 

across the performing arts. Some venues offered to compensate freelancers and 

companies for losses relating to cancelled shows. For instance, 31.6% of 38 theatre venues 

and companies surveyed reported that they had retained freelancers for 

different/alternative work during the pandemic, or were paying in advance for future work.  

Educating theatre professionals 

Although alternatives exist to institutional education pathways (apprenticeships, on-the-

job learning, programmes offered by the industry), the most common path to starting a 

career in the theatre sector remains formal education. This has been reported to be the 

case in particular for the creative professions. The systems for arts education in each 

country are very diverse, with some countries possessing an extended network of theatre 

and art academies (e.g. in Spain, there are 18 public schools teaching dramatic arts; in 

Germany, 14 public acting schools), while other countries have just one or only a few such 

public schools. 

Educational institutions are also limited by language barriers. Students at these schools 

are prepared mainly for working in the national theatre or performing arts sector. Few 

courses are taught solely in English, and stakeholders report that mobility opportunities 

(e.g. Erasmus+) are also limited to those who speak the language of instruction of the 

destination institution. Stakeholders mentioned the internationalisation of school curricula 

as being one of the challenges faced, alongside ensuring the smooth transition of graduates 

into the labour market.  

Graduates and young professionals face high levels of competition to enter the theatrical 

labour market. This situation has been further exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which reduced opportunities for students to network and showcase their abilities. In 

addition, the COVID-19 pandemic required educational institutions to shift to online 

teaching, which has compromised the quality of teaching. Most theatre disciplines require 

practice-based, face-to-face tuition. 

Diversity and inclusiveness 

The data collected also show that the sector remains imbalanced in terms of gender 

distribution, especially at the level of leadership positions (managerial and artistic) or in 

programming plays, where men dominate. For example, only 37% of directors employed 

in Ireland in 2017 were women. In Sweden, the figure in 2018 was 43.7%, while in 

Lithuania (2019), it was 33.6%. Women also more often face sexual harassment, 

discrimination and more precarious work conditions than men. 

Stakeholders acknowledge that improvements have been made over the years, and as a 

result, the balance has improved. A critical push forward came from the #Metoo 

movement, which brought these issues to the attention of the wider public. Theatres have 

taken various kinds of actions in this regard, such as putting in place special charters or 

policies to address the gender balance within their teams. 

Further efforts also need to be made to increase diversity within theatre teams, and to 

create opportunities for persons from all backgrounds and situations (e.g. persons with 

disabilities) to perform equally on stage and to engage in other activities relating to theatre 

operations. Making theatre accessible to different groups/audiences in society has been 

crucial for many stakeholders. 

Sustainability of the theatre sector 

The findings of this research reveal that concerns over issues such as climate change and 

a more environmentally sustainable way of working are very prevalent within the sector. 
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Despite stakeholders' efforts to integrate more environmentally sustainable practices into 

their work (e.g. renovating buildings, reducing waste, experimenting with new models of 

production and collaboration), stakeholders face a number of issues in reducing the carbon 

footprint of their activities. The sector lacks both the financial resources to invest in more 

sustainable practices, and expertise in transforming its activities. Expertise is especially 

lacking with regard to data collection and measuring the sustainability of the sector (e.g. 

there is a lack of tools for calculating the carbon footprint of activities). In addition, 

collaboration, mobility and touring – all of which are integral parts of work in the theatre 

sector – have a sizeable impact on the environment. 

Recommendations 

 

General recommendations 

1. Acknowledging the specific challenges experienced by the theatre sector (language 

barriers, the large impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, systemic differences hampering 

international collaboration, etc.), pursue a more sectoral approach to theatre 

within the framework of the New European Agenda for Culture and the Work Plan for 

Culture, and further advance the implementation of the European Theatre Initiative.     

2. Maintain a structured and regular dialogue between the Member States, European 

institutions, theatre organisations and operators, and civil society through the 

European Theatre Forum, by applying different working methods (including discussions 

and exchange of practices regarding the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the 

theatre sector). 

3. Consider organising at EU level a platform/pool of data and/or a series of 

longitudinal research studies (including a possible panel survey) to continue 

gathering and analysing data from different national and sub-national sources 

(national statistics, theatre organisations and professionals) to track the situation of 

the theatre sector in Europe and its development over time, taking into account the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Below, the contractor suggests the key (minimum) data needs that could be addressed 

on a regular basis, in cooperation with national statistical offices or other organisations 

collecting statistics. Some data may already be collected as part of more general 

statistics on the performing arts. Opportunities to single out specific data on drama 

theatres from existing data on the performing arts should be further investigated, in 

cooperation with the relevant institutions. 

 
Minimum  key data needs Reporting periods Filtering options 

▪ Number of institutions in the 
country (or at least those owned 
or funded by the state); 

▪ Number of performances; 
▪ Audience numbers attending 

performances; 
▪ Revenue generated; 
▪ Persons employed in theatres. 

▪ Season or calendar 
year (decide on 
uniform approach) 

▪ By type of institution: venue, 
production company, ensemble or 
festival etc. 

▪ By type of management/governance: 
public or private entity 

▪ By type of art: drama theatres, 
puppet theatres, musical theatres etc. 

 

Socio-economic situation of the sector  

4. Continue addressing the status of artists and the working conditions of 

cultural and creative (including theatre) professionals within an OMC group. A 

particular focus needs to be placed on exchanging good practices regarding the 

remuneration of artists for online work, promoting better remuneration conditions via 

funding mechanisms, and improving the social status of cultural and creative 

professionals in general.  

5. Continue supporting physical and virtual exchanges of cultural and creative 

theatre professionals, as well as ideas and concepts in Europe, to promote the 
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development of personal, professional and intercultural skills and the creation and 

production of European theatre works. 

 

Support the theatre sector through new or modified schemes during the COVID-

19 pandemic and in the post-pandemic period, while ensuring complementarity 

with existing EU and national/sub-national programmes, and ensuring the 

European value-added of the support given 

6. Consider creating a pilot scheme to support young theatre artists, to provide them 

with an opportunity to show their work while theatre seasons are booked at least until 

the 2022-2023 season.  

7. Continue supporting the theatre sector to take advantage of the digital shift 

and explore new business models by funding capacity-building projects for 

European digital theatres. 

8. Increase coordinated actions at EU level to inform various stakeholders about the 

national/sub-national interventions provided with regard to the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

9. Integrate the topics of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the evolving 

needs of the theatre sector into future discussions and studies. 

Educating theatre professionals 

10. Consider further promoting the internationalisation of theatre education within 

the European Education Area and the existing EU programmes (e.g. by promoting 

opportunities that exist within the Erasmus+ or Creative Europe programmes that 

enable networking and cooperation). 

11. Explore possibilities for offering more opportunities for students and young 

professionals to showcase their talent/work, gain additional skills, and access the 

European theatre market (e.g. by following the example of successful projects in other 

performing arts sectors such as the circus [FEDEC's CIRCLE project5]). 

Diversity and inclusiveness 

12. Since gender equality was selected as a priority in the Council's Work Plan for Culture 

2019-2022, continue to address gender disparities in the CCS through the 

specific Open Method of Coordination (OMC) group, including implementation of 

recommendations already outlined in the OMC's report ‘Towards gender equality in the 

cultural and creative sectors’6.  

13. Consider promoting and supporting the exchange of good practices and/or 

capacity-building activities on gender mainstreaming, equality and diversity 

management to increase gender equality and diversity and combat discrimination in 

the theatre sector, adapted to the various levels of progress across different Creative 

Europe countries. 

Environmental sustainability 

14. Explore opportunities for supporting (together with the Member States) the 

transformation process of the cultural sector (including theatre organisations) to 

develop and adopt a sustainability strategy, covering the areas of the 

transformation of buildings, management and organisation, and artistic productions.  

15. Consider supporting capacity-building projects aimed at practitioners, focusing on 

translating sustainability ideas into action, and creating a strategic approach towards 

increasing the sustainability of their activities.  

 

 

 

 
5 See: http://www.fedec.eu/en/articles/23-circle-project 
6 See: https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/6e0e514d-c738-11eb-a925-01aa75ed71a1/language-en 
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