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In this article I suggest that cultural 
consumption is a merit good and contend 
that the longstanding subsidisation of 
specific ‘high arts’ components of New 
Zealand’s cultural sector is undesirable. 
Reorienting funding towards a ‘cultural 
bonus’ of $1,000 for 18-year-olds would 
improve youth access to cultural goods 
and create a cultural sector more reflective 
of the desires of those who stand to shape 
our culture for an adult lifetime.

Culture and wellbeing

Individual studies (Grossi et al. 2012; 
Christin, 2011) and literature reviews 
(Ahuvia, 2002; Daykin et al., 2008; 
Bell, 2006) repeatedly demonstrate that 
participation in cultural activities has 
a strong correlation with improved 
wellbeing outcomes. The New Zealand 
Treasury’s Living Standards Framework 
Dashboard confirms the significance of 
this causal link in a New Zealand context. 
Among younger New Zealanders (aged 
15–34) a ‘low’ level of cultural identity 
correlates with a greater likelihood of poor/
low wellbeing across all the framework’s 
12 domains of wellbeing, while individuals 
with ‘high’ cultural identity are more likely 
to enjoy ‘high’ wellbeing in virtually all 
other domains (Treasury, 2020).

Interestingly, the framework illustrates 
that individuals aged between 15 and 34 
with ‘low’ cultural identity have the 
strongest correlation with ‘low’ social 
connections of any domain. Further, ‘low’ 
cultural wellbeing has a stronger correlation 

with ‘low’ health-related wellbeing than all 
other domains except for subjective 
wellbeing and civic engagement (ibid.). 
While the Dashboard is yet to incorporate 
a number of the recommendations put 
forward by a discussion paper jointly 
commissioned by the Treasury and Manatü 
Taonga, the Ministry for Culture and 
Heritage (Dalziel, Saunders and Savage, 
2019), this data clearly illustrates the 
importance of cultural participation and 
identity among young New Zealanders. 

Equity and choice

While current subsidisation of cultural 
consumption is significant, only a small 
number of organisations receive the bulk 
of total funding. In 2019 the Ministry 
for Culture and Heritage contributed an 
additional $14,646 million to the New 
Zealand Symphony Orchestra, $5,384 
million to the Royal New Zealand Ballet, 
$15,689 million to Creative New Zealand, 
and $146,766 million to NZ On Air 
(Ministry for Culture and Heritage, 2019, 
p.81). Government funding comprises 
73% of the income of the New Zealand 
Symphony Orchestra and represents a 
subsidy of over $128.80 per attendance 
(New Zealand Symphony Orchestra, 2019, 
p.21), and 42% of total turnover for the 
Royal New Zealand Ballet, representing a 
subsidy of over $73 per attendance (Royal 
New Zealand Ballet, 2019, p.3).

Despite this significant subsidisation, 
more than 62% of New Zealanders 
surveyed by Creative New Zealand in 2017 
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agreed with the statement that, ‘while some 
arts events interest me I still don’t go much’. 
Furthermore, a significant minority (21%) 
of young people agreed that they would 
participate more ‘if arts activities were 
cheaper or free, or if more and better 
activities were happening where they lived’ 
(Creative New Zealand, 2017, pp.5–6). This 
is worrying. Despite subsidisation, many 
New Zealanders – and particularly youth 

– are not consuming cultural goods at a rate 
that they deem desirable from an individual, 
short-term utility maximisation 
perspective, let alone at a rate that is 
reflective of positive associated externalities. 

I suggest that this mismatch between 
the changing desires of younger people and 
where funding is targeted is indicative of a 
first-mover advantage. Existing ‘high 
culture’ institutions remain dominant and 
receive a significant allocation of central 
government cultural spending, while also 
benefiting from voluntary price 
discrimination (donations) from their 
established base of patrons. In contrast, the 
emerging cultural interests of young people 
are not catered for to the same extent.

Market failure 

Clearly, cultural consumption is a merit 
good: participation/consumption by 
individuals benefits those who participate 
and results in positive externalities 
benefiting society at large. Self-interested, 
possibly myopic, consumers are personal 
(and often short-term) utility maximisers 
who do not consume these cultural goods 
at the desired level. 

Like the old parable of a lighthouse, 
where those not willing or able to pay for its 
upkeep enjoy its navigational benefits 
without compromising its use by others, a 
strong national culture is a non-rivalrous 
and non-excludable product. While this 
then appears to meet the definition of a 
public good, and justify public funding 
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through government, we must highlight the 
excludable products that develop and 
sustain this good. Performances, sports club 
memberships and access to copyrighted 
works are tangible examples of club goods 
(non-rivalrous but excludable goods) that 
sustain and further our cultural health.

Naturally, where club goods have a low 
rivalry of consumption, the costs associated 
with providing the good to each additional 
consumer represent a small portion of total 
costs. Hansmann (1981) suggests that the 
predominance of non-profit organisations 
in the performing arts is likely a result of 
market failure stemming from these high 
average, and low marginal, costs. He also 
makes the claim that because charging 
above average costs would result in poor 
patronage from consumers with a high 
elasticity of demand, charging below 
average cost and encouraging donations 
with a non-profit status both maximises 
consumer surplus and allows for voluntary 
price discrimination. In effect, this 
phenomenon allows non-profits to remain 
financially viable where businesses reliant 
on charging above average costs could not 
compete.

I suggest that young people are 
particularly disadvantaged by this market 
outcome. While large numbers of youth 
may desire access to a specific club good, a 
relative lack of discretionary income 
reduces the ability of youth to voluntarily 
price discriminate. This reduces the 
viability of charging below average costs 
for the whole cohort, ultimately resulting 
in low consumption, high average costs and 
reduced consumer surplus.  

The Italian model 

Italy has been a pioneer in boosting the 
cultural spending power of youth and has 
enjoyed a partial cultural renaissance as a 
result.  Within a fortnight of the November 

2015 Paris terror attacks, the Italian 
government of Matteo Renzi announced a 
package of more than €1 billion for defence, 
as well as an entirely unexpected programme 

– Bonus Cultura – whereby every Italian 
citizen and resident would be gifted €500 
in the year of their 18th birthday to spend 

on culturally enriching goods and services 
like books, theatre tickets and music. Renzi 
justified this €290 million spend by claiming 
that the programme would gift Italian 
youth with the ‘symbolic awareness of what 
it means to be an adult in Italy – a main 
protagonist and heir of the greatest cultural 
heritage in the world’ (Squires, 2016).

To qualify for this lump sum, Italian 
18-year-olds register with Sistema Pubblico di 
Identità Digitale (SPID), a digital public 
identification system offered by the Italian 
government. Using this identity verification, 
users create an account at www.18app.italia.it. 
Vouchers can then be created and either 
printed for use at physical retailers, sent to 
portable devices, or used directly for online 
purchases. Users have six months to apply and 
one year to spend their credit (Observatory of 
Public Sector Innovation, 2018).  

In the programme’s first year of operation, 
600,000 Italian 18-year-olds spent a total of 
€163 million on cultural goods/services (Il 
Post, 2018). Surprisingly, despite Italy’s tied 
status with the People’s Republic of China as 
having the globe’s most UNESCO World 
Heritage sites (UNECSO, n.d.), only 0.3% of 
this sum was spent on museums, and 0.3% 
on cultural events (Il Post, 2018). Spending 
was concentrated on books, with this category 
making up 80.6% of all spending and 
totalling about 5% of the annual revenue for 
the entire Italian publishing industry (ibid.). 
Clearly, empowering Italian youth through 
additional spending power has created an 
effective financial incentive to stimulate the 
growth of Italian literature. 

The French have adopted a similar system 
to ‘Bonus Cultura’, and have rebranded the 
policy instrument as a ‘Culture Pass’, with 
nationwide coverage planned for 2020. 
Similarly, 18-year-olds can access the same 
€500, but they are restricted to a limit of €200 
on material purchases such as books, videos 
and music (Aide-sociale, n.d). 

A Kiwi cultural bonus

The New Zealand government has both 
the infrastructure and mandate to enact 
a similar policy programme for New 
Zealand’s youth. The government’s RealMe 
platform provides an intermediary digital 
identification service similar to the SPID 
offering from Italy’s Agenzia per l’Italia 
digitale. Further, with an estimated 
resident population of 18-year-olds in 
New Zealand of 62,840 (Statistics New 
Zealand, 2020), and assuming a maximum 
spend of $1,000 for each individual, the 
administration-exclusive cost would not 
exceed NZ$65 million on an annual basis.

If this proposal were to be seriously 
considered, engaging a representative 
sample of New Zealanders through a survey, 
with a focus on young adults, to test their 
support for the proposal would be a critical 
next step. Using this survey data to 
determine the likely areas of the cultural 
sector that would benefit most from this 
potential spending would allow policy 
analysts to determine the likelihood of this 
intervention addressing the existing market 
failures affecting the cultural sector, 
through a forecast reduction in average 
costs via increased participation. 

While some may claim that a policy of 
financial transfers in the context of cultural 
consumption risks monetising how individuals 
perceive and engage with culture, both the 
market and current government subsidisation 
for culture have failed to adapt to change. 
Evidence continues to mount that illustrates the 
role of a healthy cultural sector in improving 
individual (and by extension societal) wellbeing. 

While institutions such as the Royal New 
Zealand Ballet have proven themselves 
valuable pieces of New Zealand’s cultural 
landscape, we must question if the sums 
currently used to keep these otherwise 
unsustainable operations afloat would be 
better placed in the hands of those who 
otherwise lack access and who stand to shape 
our cultural landscape for an adult lifetime.

The [New Zealand] government’s 
RealMe platform provides an 
intermediary digital identification 
service similar to the SPID offering 
from Italy’s Agenzia per l’Italia digitale.
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Younger cohorts want changes in the environments they live in. 
They want to live in interconnected environments that provide 
fluidity between work, home and recreational spaces. Interconnected 
environments are conducive to young people building connections 
and social networks, creating interconnected communities. These 
interconnected communities provide flexibility in work–life balance, 
improve accessibility to amenities, build latent support networks and 
social capital, and provide environmental benefits that are congruent 
with compact living. 

Atanas Tomovski, Josh Finegan and Simran Rughani

Interconnected communities: 
urban development policy  
for a changing society 

The need for integrated communities
Current mechanisms in society that foster 
interconnectedness in communities are not 
adequate for young people. Societies are 
not structured in a way that is conducive 
to making social connections for young 
people (Bauman, 2013). Places that were 
previously hubs of connection, such as 
local shopping and community centres, 
are not fulfilling the same function. 
The central role of schools in fostering 
connections through sibling and family 


