Enhancing Creativity in a Post-Pandemic World:
A Business Education and Creative Industries Perspective
Dr David Wheeler1
“Britain is facing an irreversible “cultural catastrophe” with a projected £74bn
drop in revenue for creative industries and the loss of 400,000 jobs as a result of
the coronavirus pandemic.”
Mark Brown, The Guardian, 17th June 2020
“People don’t want to go back to the way things were before. They want to feel
that the country is moving forward towards a better way of living. We have a
responsibility to apply our most innovative minds to tackling the biggest
challenges we are currently faced with, from climate change to
mental health, to ensure that we can work and live more sustainably.”
Creative Industries Federation, Creative Coalition: A Plan to Reimagine,
29th July 2020
1 Introduction
These are very difficult times for the Creative Industries in the United Kingdom. Hence the 5th
July announcement of £1.57bn special measures by the UK government to help sustain the
sector. Even with this emergency funding support, it is by no means certain that the dramatic
negative economic impacts of the pandemic identified by Oxford Economics (2020)2 can be
averted, particularly with respect to the myriad insecure micro-enterprises that make up the
bulk of employers in the Creative Industries, and significant sub-sectors like performing arts and
the venues and supply chains they support, with even the Royal Albert Hall apparently at risk.3
And yet it is a truism to observe that even before the tragic advent of the COVID-19 pandemic,
we already faced an increasingly complex and deeply troubled world with dramatic new risks to
be addressed and significant new opportunities to be pursued in the lifetimes of young people
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concerned about their future educational and employment prospects, including in the Creative
Industries.
Thus if we are interested to make the world both more equitable and sustainable in a postpandemic rebuild (as former United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki-moon4 and many others,
including the UK Creative Industries Federation5 have argued), the development of what David
and Tom Kelley of IDEO and the Stanford d-school have described as ‘creative confidence’6
should arguably now become a central objective for students of all disciplines everywhere.
Clearly, without significantly enhanced levels of creativity, we risk returning to the business as
usual behaviours that helped precipitate both the pandemic and the climate crisis.
In his 2017 book Robot-Proof,7 President of Northeastern University, Joseph Aoun identified
four ‘higher order’ cognitive capacities that all university students should develop throughout
their higher education journeys if they wish to prosper in an increasingly automated and
artificial intelligence driven world: i) critical thinking; ii) systems thinking; iii) entrepreneurship
and iv) cultural agility. Aoun further proposed that for higher learning to be effective it must be
both experiential and lifelong. Finally – and this was the central to his proposals for the reform
of Higher Education – Aoun argued that the only human characteristic that differentiates
people from machines is their ability to be creative and thus enhanced creativity should be a
signature outcome for all forms of university-based learning.
It is noteworthy that Aoun applied his thinking to all forms of higher education: science-based,
arts-based, professional and the humanities. Entrepreneurial thinking as a cognitive capacity is
just as important to future legal, medical and health professionals as critical thinking is to future
managers in business or in the public sector. Systems thinking and cultural agility are just as
important to philosophy and language students as they are to scientists and engineers.
Thus, questions which are emerging for business and management educators in a postpandemic world should now include:
1) What does a business/management curriculum look like that harnesses the key ‘system
drivers’ of change in the post-pandemic world and uses them to inform the development of the
core capabilities referenced by Joseph Aoun (critical thinking; systems thinking;
entrepreneurship and cultural agility) with enhanced creativity and climate stability as signature
outcomes?
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2) Given the importance of i) creativity and entrepreneurialism to the future career success of
all graduates, and ii) the pre-eminence of the creative industries in developing creative
confidence and skills in students wishing to pursue careers in that sector, what can we learn
from the processes involved in education for the creative industries that may be transferred
into management education and training for other sectors? And third:
3) Given the previously assumed (pre-pandemic) growth prospects8 of the creative industry
sector in the UK, its potentially high levels of social inclusivity and its relatively light
environmental footprint, could that sector become an exemplar for a greener and more socially
inclusive post-pandemic recovery, and what does that mean for mainstream
business/management educators who have traditionally ignored the creative industries in both
their teaching and research?
In the rest of this paper we consider the major drivers of change for graduate employment in a
post-pandemic global economy and relate them directly to implications for the creative
industries, to university education in general and business/management education in
particular.

2 The Future for Graduate Employment in a Greener and Technologically
Disrupted Global Economy
2.1 Prospects for a post-pandemic green recovery in the UK
In a recent letter9 to Prime Minister Boris Johnson, the UK Committee on Climate Change (CCC)
recommended that the Government “prioritise actions according to six principles for a resilient
recovery”:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Use climate investments to support the economic recovery and jobs.
Lead a shift towards positive long-term behaviours.
Tackle the wider ‘resilience deficit’ on climate change.
Embed fairness as a core principle.
Ensure the recovery does not ‘lock-in’ greenhouse gas emissions or increased climate
risk.
6. Strengthen incentives to reduce emissions when considering fiscal changes.
If followed, the advice provided to the Prime Minister by the CCC has fundamental implications
for the future of graduate employment in many sectors in the UK – from infrastructure to
energy to food and agriculture to transportation to manufacturing - indeed any sector where
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climate mitigation and/or adaptation will significantly affect how those sectors are managed
and thus the nature of future work roles and opportunities within them.
Arguments for a ‘green rebuild’ may be expected to gather even greater political and popular
support in months to come. Already the UK official opposition has identified a green recovery
strategy as a central element of their policy priorities post-pandemic.10 And recently more than
two hundred and fifty labour and environmental organizations have come together to call for
no bail-outs for the aviation industry, further signalling the opposition of civil society to a return
to business as usual.11
It remains to be seen the extent to which the political consensus in the UK moves to an explicit
adoption of a green economic rebuild versus a return to business as usual or some mix of the
two.
Meanwhile, according to analysis from Oxford Economics,12 and widely discussed in the UK
media, the COVID-19 crisis has had a particularly damaging impact on the creative industries:
“The Creative Industries (CIs) are projecting a combined £74bn turnover loss over the course of
2020 compared to 2019 (-30%). This is expected to translate into a GVA shortfall of £29bn in
2020 compared to 2019 (- 25%), over half of which is in London.
The greatest turnover drop is expected to be experienced in Q2, but current projections suggest
very modest improvements over Q3 and Q4 across the CIs.
In 2020, CIs are projecting a 119,000 drop in employment among employees (despite the
Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme—JRS) and a further 287,000 job losses among self-employed
workers, compared to 2019 levels. In total, 406,000 CIs jobs are considered at risk, 27% of which
are in London and 20% are in the South East.
The greatest employment drop is expected in Q1 for self-employed, and Q2 for employees. This
is because contract workers, freelancers, and the self-employed appear to have seen an
immediate impact in March, while companies are expected to consider redundancies starting in
Q2.”
These troubling statistics make even more urgent the case for dramatic interventions by
educators, especially for the Creative Industries, but arguably in all sectors of the UK Economy.

10

Walker P and Taylor M (2020). Labour to plan green economic rescue from coronavirus crisis. The
Guardian, 17th May 2020.
11
Harrabin, R (2020). Coronavirus: Don't bail out airlines, say climate campaigners. BBC, 6th April 2020.
Available from https://www.bbc.com/news/business-52190502. Accessed 20th May 2020.
12

Oxford Economics (2020). The Projected Economic Impact of COVID-19 on the UK Creative Industries. Oxford:
Oxford Economics.

The three most significant drivers of systemic change to the world of work in terms of numbers
of occupations and therefore graduate opportunities affected are threefold: the climate crisis
and the transition to a circular economy, the rise of automation and associated technologies,
and the rise of the ‘gig economy’.
2.2 The Impact of the Climate Crisis and the Transition to a Circular Economy on Graduate
Opportunities
According to Business and Sustainable Development Commission, pursuit of the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals will unlock $12tn annual economic growth opportunities and
380 million jobs in a wide range of sectors.13 Many of these sectoral opportunities relate to
changes driven by addressing the climate crisis through decarbonization of energy,
transportation, manufacturing, food and infrastructure sectors, whilst growing the provision of
health and well-being services for demographic and other reasons. See Figure 1, below.

Figure 1 Growth sectors associated with pursuit of the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (Business and Sustainable Development Commission, 2017).
A good deal of work has been done by the International Labour Organization which provides
both employer and labour union perspectives on the threats and opportunities associated with
future employment in a decarbonizing world. The ILO produced two significant reports in 2018
addressing these questions: Greening with Jobs14 and The Employment Impact of Climate
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Change.15 Supporting the analysis of the Business and Sustainable Development Commission
(above), the ILO noted first that: “Between 2000 and 2015, 23 million working-life years were
lost at the global level as a result of climate related disasters.” Second, that: “The phase out of
fossil fuels will lead to job losses of around 6 million globally.” And third: “These losses will be
compensated by creation of about 24 million jobs in the renewable energy sector, growth in the
use of electric vehicles, and increases in energy efficiency in existing and future buildings,
resulting in a net increase of approximately 18 million jobs globally by 2030.”
In addition to these direct impacts, both negative and positive, the broader picture for global
society is even more striking if we take into account indirect effects such as those we may
expect to observe in agriculture, fishing and forestry industries. According to the OECD
(2017)16: “Transition to a low carbon economy will cause shifts in the volume, composition, and
quality of employment across sectors and will affect the level and distribution of income. In
particular, eight economic sectors employing around 1.5 billion workers, approximately half the
global workforce, will undergo major changes: agriculture, forestry, fishing, energy, resource
intensive manufacturing, recycling, buildings, and transport.”
Naturally, only a portion of the 1.5 billion jobs that will be eliminated, created or significantly
changed as a result of decarbonization and the move to a circular economy will be graduate
level jobs. However, it may safely be assumed that it will be primarily graduates that will be
leading and managing the technological and institutional innovations that will deliver the
changes needed to arrest and ultimately turn around the climate crisis. The question is will
they possess the creative skills to do this?
And however attractive the potential for net employment growth from a serious global
response to climate change and the pursuit of a circular economy, these opportunities need to
be understood in the context of two other major sources of disruption to global labour (and
graduate employment) markets: i) automation and associated technologies; and ii) the rapid
growth of the gig economy, both of which will also change the life chances of billions of people
globally in coming decades - positively and negatively.

2.3 The Impact of Automation on Graduate Opportunities
In recent years a plethora of reports has emerged on the impact of automation, artificial
intelligence and associated technologies on the future of work. 17
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As with climate change and the threats and opportunities associated with decarbonisation,
there will be clear sectoral winners and losers, and a very large number of jobs (more than one
billion worldwide) impacted to a greater or lesser extent by the growth in these technologies.
Moreover, it will not be just graduate jobs that will be impacted, and not just jobs in wealthy
countries.
According to a comprehensive McKinsey Global Institute (2017) study: “about 60 percent of all
occupations have at least 30 percent of activities that are technically automatable, based on
currently demonstrated technologies. This means that most occupations will change, and more
people will have to work with technology…..On a global scale, we calculate that the adaptation
of currently demonstrated automation technologies could affect 50 percent of the world
economy, or 1.2 billion employees and $14.6 trillion in wages.”
McKinsey also found that potential automation impacts are just as high (or higher) in many
parts of the Global South, China and India compared to Western Europe, the US and Canada or
Australia. See Figures 2 and 3 below.

Figure 2: Impact of Automation on Global Occupations (McKinsey Global Institute, 2017).

Figure 3: Impact of Automation on Selected Countries (McKinsey Global Institute, 2017).
Based on these two major drivers: how the world responds to the climate crisis and the rise of
automation and associated technologies, we may safely conclude that hundreds of millions of
future graduate employment opportunities will be linked entirely to the effectiveness with
which these drivers are harnessed and leveraged by employers in the ‘opportunity category’
rather than the ‘risk category’. This will in turn be driven by public policy and the response of
educational systems to adapt quickly enough to provide the creative human talent required to
pursue opportunity and minimise risk, both at an individual and at an organisational level.
However, there is a third factor to be considered, particularly in a post-pandemic world. And
that is the structure of the workforce within which future graduates will be absorbed. It is
entirely possible to imagine both dystopian as well as utopian responses to the challenges that
lie ahead. Some of the biggest risks and opportunities with respect to the future for secure,
well paid graduate employment reside in the emergence of what is increasingly recognised as
the rise of the gig economy.
2.4 The Impact of the Rise of the Gig Economy on Graduate Opportunities
According to Morgan Stanley (2018)18 “Freelancers represent 35% of the total U.S. working
population and could represent more than half of the country’s workforce by 2027”.
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Meanwhile, in “the United Kingdom, France and the Netherlands, freelance growth has
outpaced overall employment growth. The number of freelancers in the European Union (EU-28)
doubled between 2000 and 2014, making them the fastest growing group in the EU labor
market”.
Partly driven by the kind of technological change referenced in the last section, these
staggering statistics mask two competing narratives that are running in parallel. The first is the
somewhat utopian vision of largely white collar workers (and therefore graduates) in the
service, ICT and creative industries increasingly working from home with one or more secure
sources of contractual work that are sufficiently well paid and secure to be able to provide for
adequate income and work-life balance. The pandemic-related lock downs have given rise to
much whimsical commentary on WFH (working from home) for those able to do it, with
technology firms like Facebook, Microsoft and Google signaling that their employees may work
from home until 2021 or even indefinitely.19
The more dystopian vision is that of both white collar and blue collar workers (especially those
working in outsourced health services, hospitality and other low wage sectors) living from
precarious contract to precarious contract or on ‘zero hours’ contracts with no economic
security and no work-life balance, with power shifted even more decisively to major employers
and away from their (largely non-union) contractors.20 It is partly for this reason, and certainly
accelerated by the elimination of austerity economics as a result of the pandemic, that
concepts such as the universal basic income (UBI) have been gaining greater traction in recent
months.21
Given the nature of political and economic forces at play, and the need to rebuild social and
economic cohesion post-pandemic, it is helpful that the International Labour Organisation has
already identified the need for a ‘human centred’ agenda for the future of work. In Work for a
19
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Brighter Future,22 the ILO summarised some of the most influential reports on the potential for
automation to disrupt labour markets (see Figure 4 below), integrated those analyses with
concepts of social equity and sustainability, and concluded by proposing “a human-centred
agenda for the future of work that strengthens the social contract by placing people and the
work they do at the centre of economic and social policy and business practice. This agenda
consists of three pillars of action, which in combination would drive growth, equity and
sustainability for present and future generations.”

Figure 4 Analyses of Automation Impacts from Various Sources (ILO, 2019).

2.5 Summary and Implications
The world really does now stand at a crossroads, and momentous political and economic
decisions remain to be taken as to which direction the UK and indeed the rest of the world now
pursues post-pandemic. A post-pandemic world could be very green and socially inclusive,
harnessing the best of human creativity for transition to a socially just, low carbon, sustainable
and circular economy, or it could be increasingly dystopian with the impacts of climate change
22
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and inadequate levels of secure and well-paid employment leading to greater social dislocation
and hardship.
If we accept that - based on positive social and environmental values - human ingenuity and
creativity will help make the difference, it is now important to examine the potential role of the
creative industries in a post-pandemic world and to explore whether the sector may become an
example that society, and indeed the rest of the UK economy needs to emulate.

3.0 Creative Industries as a Potential Exemplar for Green and Socially Inclusive
Recovery in the UK
One of the more striking observations that we might make of the analysis above, is that the
creative industries are rarely foregrounded as a growth sector whose prospects may actually be
enhanced by forces related to the climate crisis and technological disruption. Clearly there is
something about the perceived nature of the creative industries - perhaps their products, their
histories or how they are organised that give the sector its current fragmented, ‘Cinderella’
status. And yet, despite the severe challenges and overwhelming uncertainty being faced
currently, it is the creative industries sector that may have as much to offer as any sector in a
post-pandemic world with respect to championing creativity and innovation, the active
adoption of digital and other technologies, the exhibiting of lower ecological footprints per unit
of economic activity, and – potentially – the transition to a fairer society where the gig
economy results in more rather than less economic stability for workers in a sector that is
dominated by small, medium and micro-enterprises.
According to a recent report by the University for the Creative Arts (UCA) and others23 the
Creative Industries were set to grow faster than the rest of the UK economy reaching a Gross
Value Add (GVA) of around £300bn by 2030, representing up to 11% of UK GDP. Businesses in
the interface of creative industries and technology (a sub-sector now characterized as
‘CreaTech’) was growing ten times faster than the sector average and could have accounted for
nearly 40% of employment in the Creative Industries by 2030. In 2030 there were projected to
be more than 350,000 micro, small and medium sized businesses in the Creative Industries,
95% employing fewer than ten people. Physical and digital exports were expected to exceed
£100bn by 2030, up from approximately £46bn today.
So under any analysis, and particularly given the severe impacts of COVID-19, this is a sector to
be strategically nurtured and supported, and not simply bailed out. The UCA report made a
number of public policy and fiscal recommendations aimed at addressing the current lack of
influence and fragmented status of the sector, including how the broader issues of
sustainability (and therefore climate change and the transition to a circular economy) and
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Industry 4.0 (and therefore technology) can be embraced for strategic advantage and national
competitiveness.
The report identified four trends that could re-shape the sustainability of the UK Creative
Industries over the next decade:
1. Automation to support creatives, and improve productivity as well as drive energy
and resource efficiency24
2. Growing awareness of the urgency to address climate change, and appreciation of
the need for more action by the Creative Industries
3. Growing social engagement in the Creative Industries (local, regional and national)
4. Innovative design (eg to address the needs of products, services and experiences in a
more Circular Economy)
The report also identified four trends that could re-shape the UK Creative Industries over the
next decade with respect to Industry 4.0 developments:
1. UK Creative Industries export growth (creating economic and cultural value)
2. Greater competition for audience and consumer attention, making for a more
competitive environment (referred to as the ‘attention economy’)
3. Digital creation (eg of content, product designs etc).
4. Sustainable design (eg to address the needs of products, services and experiences in
a more Circular Economy).
It is clear from the foregoing that within a new public policy framework that addresses the
current crisis in the sector, the Creative Industries could be a major contributor to a postpandemic green and technological recovery in the UK. But this will only happen if public policy
and fiscal changes occur, fragmentation of the sector is addressed, and concepts like
Sustainability and Industry 4.0 are embraced strategically. The human capital gaps identified in
the UCA report also require urgent attention.

4.0 Educational Responses Required
The UCA report offers detailed suggestions for how education for the Creative Industry sector
could be enhanced, assuming the drivers noted in this paper can be harnessed for “the future
opportunity and competitiveness for the UK economy, and the source of future employment.”
Key insights with respect to the role of education, embracing both sustainability (including
climate and the transition to a circular economy) and Industry 4.0 (including automation and
other drivers) included:
•
24
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•

•

•

▪

▪

▪

▪

Technology companies may be sources of investment and education delivery.
Industry 4.0 is capital intensive and changes rapidly so there is a need to find new
ways to fund initial outlay and an on-going refreshment, so students are always
trained on the latest technology
Standalone venues and centres within universities and / or science museums need to
be developed to showcase, demonstrate, and enable a hands-on feel for new
technologies. This could be part funded by the technology industry, or new
subscription rentals developed for continuous upgrading to new iterations or version
of the technology (as Apple does for iPhones)
Vocational training for Industry 4.0 should not be ignored as there are many
technical, trade and artisan roles in the Creative Industries and a shortfall of
candidates. It is worth noting that an increasing number of people enter the Creative
Industries with no formal Creative Industries skills education; they have either learnt
from sources such as YouTube (e.g. video editing skills) or working in informal groups
(e.g. a common entry point for music)
Universities and business schools should help shape opinions, making better use of
case studies and example to be better connect with those in the Creative Industries.
This should include bringing in more industry people to talk about Sustainability
success stories within businesses in the Creative Industries
An action focus for Sustainability education and skills development to give people in
the Creative Industries tools that allow them to make a difference quickly. This could
mean education and training designed to be granular, bite- sized, or micro-modular
and immediate, more like ’Life hacks’. This might be based on blended learning
model e.g. a mix of online and face-to-face content
Since the Creative Industries are so fragmented, cross-vertical collaboration on
Sustainability is important and this might be enabled by online conferencing and
other tools
Sustainability education should be mandated and integrated in all undergraduate
courses

These ideas all need much greater elaboration. But there is no reason why the skills gap
identified in the UCA report should not be bridged with sufficient investment in enhanced,
flexible and accessible academic and vocational education provision for the Creative Industries.
This provision can itself harness the changes that are underway in higher and further education
with respect to pedagogical and technological innovation and novel credentialing as Cathy
Davidson and others argue25 and with respect to outcomes focused on creativity as Joseph
Aoun advocates.26
However, with the overwhelming majority of the sector organised in micro and small
enterprises, and with the ever-present danger of negative gig economy trends emerging, there
25
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will need to be serious innovation by educational providers in addition to governmental support
for learning if it is to be accessed and harnessed effectively. In this respect, a targeted
Universal Basic Income for gig workers in the creative sector perhaps linked to a requirement
for educational engagement may be one way to address the challenge of how to radically and
rapidly up-skill the sector in the light of both known and emerging future trends.
But this thinking should not be limited to education for the Creative Industries. As noted
earlier, there is much that is not working with current higher education provision around the
world, including business/management education. In the US, the under-performance of
universities in equipping graduates for the workplaces of the future is now recognised as a
serious problem by commentators as diverse as Bill Gates27 and celebrated technologydisruption guru, the late Clay Christensen of the Harvard Business School. Even pre-pandemic
Christensen, author of The Innovative University,28 was predicting in 2018 that due to the
emergence of online provision at much greater value for money than traditional offerings, 50
per cent of all US colleges and universities would be bankrupt within 10-15 years.29
It is by no means clear that the current model of UK universities is any more resilient that that
of the US, especially when it is confronted by the same value for money criticisms, an overreliance on international student fees, and the relative under-preparedness to teach online
both before and during the pandemic.
Thus we may argue that all university education, including in the UK, and including of course
business/management education, now requires some level of reform.
That reform needs to pay serious attention to:
1) The importance of developing higher order skills identified by Aoun (2017): critical thinking;
ii) systems thinking; iii) entrepreneurship and iv) cultural agility as fundamental to the success
of all graduates.
2) Assimilating sustainability drivers (especially climate and the transition to a low carbon
economy), and Industry 4.0 drivers (especially automation and associated technologies) into all
curricula.
3) Leveraging technology (and its disruptive potential) both in how teaching is conducted and
the technology management skills required by all graduates, as advocated by Davidson (2017).
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4) Placing the development of ‘creative confidence’ at the heart of the learning journey for all
higher education learners, regardless of programme.
Within such a framework, any university in the UK would be well placed to deliver for the
Creative Industry sector and indeed all sectors employing UK graduates, the talent that will be
required to build a greener, fairer and more technologically inspired recovery from the
pandemic.

