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Creative	Futures	Forum	
British	Council	and	Saudi	Arabian	General	Authority	for	Culture,	Riyadh	
3-4	Feb	2019	
	
This	 conference,	 held	 at	 the	 King	 Fahd	 Cultural	 Centre	 in	 Riyadh,	 Saudi	 Arabia,	
focused	on	the	future	of	the	creative	industries.		Here	are	some	links	to	press	coverage	
of	the	forum:		
	
https://www.thenational.ae/arts-culture/how-the-stage-is-set-for-the-arts-to-
grow-in-saudi-arabia-1.824594			
	
http://live.saudigazette.com.sa/article/558590/SAUDI-ARABIA/GCA-British-
Council-celebrate-success-of-Creative-Futures-Forum			
	
https://aawsat.com/english/home/article/1576116/riyadh-cultural-forum-sheds-
light-gulf-creative-industries	
	
	
Fergus	Reoch	 from	Barker	Langham	attended,	and	 took	part	 in	a	panel	discussion	
titled	The	Employer’s	Perspective:	What	Skills	do	Employers	in	the	Creative	Economy	
Look	For?		
	
Fergus	is	a	Senior	Research	at	Barker	Langham,	and	works	across	our	Middle	East	
portfolio.	 He	 is	 a	 fluent	 Arabic	 speaker	 with	 extensive	 experience	 working	 as	 a	
translator,	 curator,	 and	 producer	 on	 media	 and	 cultural	 projects	 across	 the	 Gulf	
region,	particularly	in	Saudi	Arabia.		
	
The	panel	was	chaired	by	Rehana	Mughal	of	the	British	Council,	and	introduced	by	Dr	
Maha	Al-Senan	of	the	Saudi	Arabian	General	Cultural	Authority.		
	
Fergus	was	joined	on	the	panel	by	Amy	Lam,	architect	and	founder	of	Alam	Creative	
Design	 Studio	 in	 Jeddah,	 and	 Stephen	 Richards,	 head	 of	 business	 development	 at	
ClickNetherfield,	 a	 manufacturer	 of	 high-spec	 museum	 showcases,	 based	 in	
Livingston	near	Edinburgh.		
	
The	discussion	 focused	on	 the	 challenges	 facing	employers	when	recruiting	 in	 the	
cultural	sector,	both	in	the	Gulf	region	and	all	over	the	world,	as	well	as	considering	
the	great	opportunities	available	in	the	region	today.	While	the	session	itself	worked	
as	a	conversation	between	panellists,	the	report	below	summarises	each	panellist’s	
contribution	individually.		
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Dr	Maha	Al-Senan	(General	Cultural	Authority)	opened	the	discussion,	mentioning	
some	 of	 the	 challenges	 that	 the	 creative	 sector	 in	 Saudi	 Arabia	 has	 faced.	 These	
challenges	include	that	many	people	have	fixed	ideas	about	what	constitutes	a	‘proper	
job’,	 and	 some	 parents	 are	 reluctant	 to	 encourage	 their	 children	 to	 pursue	
employment	in	the	creative	industries.	Dr	Maha	is	always	pleased	to	see	people	with	
new	 creative	 responses	 and	 passion	 for	 the	 preservation,	 maintenance,	 and	
development	of	their	own	culture.	She	spoke	about	the	need	to	encourage	and	foster	
the	full	range	of	skills	involved	in	creativity.	She	noted	that	in	many	cases	only	5%	of	
the	creation	of	a	piece	of	art	comes	directly	from	the	‘artist’,	who	might	come	up	with	
the	idea,	then	pass	it	on	to	technicians,	craft	workers	or	other	specialists	who	make	
the	tangible	result.	We	need	to	encourage	people	to	develop	the	skills	necessary	to	do	
all	of	the	roles	involved	in	the	creation	of	art.	Organisations	like	the	GCA	also	need	to	
increase	their	reach,	and	make	sure	that	people	not	only	know	these	organisations	
exist,	but	that	they	are	aware	of	what	these	organisations	do.	Across	the	region,	we	
need	to	develop	role	models	who	can	attract	attention	to	the	creative	industries.	
	
	
Amy	Lam	 (Alam	Creative	Design	Studio)	 spoke	about	her	experience	working	as	a	
woman	architect	in	Saudi	Arabia.	When	she	started	working	in	the	Kingdom,	she	was	
often	 the	 only	woman	 involved	 in	 a	 project.	 At	 that	 time,	women	 did	 not	 usually	
attend	 site	 visits.	 This	 has	 improved	 enormously	 in	 recent	 years.	 Amy	 noted	 that	
architecture	as	an	industry	can	attract	people	with	big	egos,	expecting	to	design	high-
profile	buildings.	She	explained	that	everybody	embarking	on	a	career	in	architecture	
should	remember	that	architects	also	need	to	design	more	mundane	items,	such	as	
toilet	cubicles.	People	early	in	their	careers	need	to	strike	a	balance	between	creative	
thought	 and	 completing	 the	 necessary	 less	 high-profile	 work.	 Recent	 graduates	
everywhere	need	to	be	ready	to	learn	their	skills,	and	sometimes	that	means	spending	
a	lot	of	time	designing	less	exciting	structures.	At	the	time	it	may	seem	trivial,	but	it	
is	an	important	part	of	a	longer	process.	Training	poses	a	challenge	for	prospective	
architects	 in	 Saudi	 Arabia.	 It	 can	 be	 difficult	 to	 ‘sync	 up’	 local	 qualifications	with	
accredited	 systems.	 Amy	 is	 working	 with	 RIBA	 (the	 Royal	 Institue	 of	 British	
Architects)	to	design	a	Saudi	equivalent	of	the	British	accreditation	system,	whereby	
the	 certain	 years	 of	 an	 architecture	 degree	 are	 considered	 equivalent	 to	 a	 certain	
RIBA	 level	 accreditation.	 Amy	 explained	 that	 when	 a	 new	 trainee	 starts	 with	 a	
company,	that	company	has	to	ensure	that	the	trainee	can	learn	the	whole	process	
from	the	bottom	up.	This	allows	them	to	understand	not	only	what	they’re	doing,	but	
also	 the	 purpose	 behind	 it.	 Employers	 need	 to	 give	 employment	 and	 training	
opportunities	 to	 graduates,	 so	 that	 they	 can	 learn	how	 to	do	 their	 job	well.	 Large	
institutions	that	bring	attention	to	the	sector	across	a	national	audience	are	doing	a	
great	job	at	opening	the	sector	up.	
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Stephen	 Richards	 (ClickNetherfield)	 spoke	 about	 his	 background	 working	 with	
national	museums	across	the	region	and	worldwide.	He	mentioned	challenges	he	had	
encountered	 recruiting	 people	 for	 a	 diverse	 range	 of	 projects.	 He	 noted	 that	
candidates	for	positions	need	to	shine	in	terms	of	their	qualifications	and	their	skills.	
He	explained	that	for	any	prospective	employer,	the	most	important	thing	is	to	see	
that	the	applicant	is	flexible	and	good	at	problem	solving.	People	who	ask	questions	
can	 learn	 just	 about	 anything.	 Stephen	 explained	 to	 the	 students	 and	 young	
professionals	 present	 that	 it	 is	 particularly	 important	 for	 them	 to	 talk	 to	 their	
teachers,	lecturers	and	colleagues,	to	learn	about	what	opportunities	exist,	and	to	find	
out	how	they	got	into	their	industries.	Often	their	routes	can	be	surprising.	Echoing	
what	 Amy	 mentioned	 about	 knowing	 the	 full	 range	 of	 a	 company’s	 operations,	
Stephen	said	that	when	you	join	a	company,	you	should	try	to	understand	how	the	
whole	organism	works,	and	about	the	jobs	different	people	do	within	the	company.	
He	noted	that	formal	education	doesn’t	have	to	be	the	route	into	creative	work.	Some	
of	his	colleagues	left	school	at	14	and	worked	up	through	the	company	and	are	now	
directors.	 As	 employers,	 we	 need	 to	 be	 aware	 of	 different	 perspectives:	 in	 our	
industry,	we	take	it	for	granted	that	museums	are	a	normal	thing,	but	visiting	a	school	
recently,	 Stephen	 was	 struck	 by	 how	 many	 young	 people	 have	 never	 visited	 a	
museum.	As	an	industry,	we	need	to	welcome	young	people	and	train	them.	We	also	
need	high-profile	role	models.	Since	2012,	 there	have	been	enormous	and	exciting	
changes	in	Saudi	Arabia.	Working	internationally	requires	collaboration	with	other	
entities,	with	the	local	people,	and	with	the	local	scene.	Awareness	needs	to	be	raised	
that	people	can	make	good	money	in	our	sector.	
	
Fergus	 Reoch	 (Barker	 Langham)	 began	 his	 contribution	 in	 Arabic,	 noting	 the	
intimate	relationship	between	culture,	creativity	and	language,	and	the	importance	of	
using	the	Arabic	 language	 in	cultural	 in	 the	region.	Switching	to	English,	he	 talked	
about	Barker	Langham’s	wide	range	of	services,	and	the	flexibility	that	we	require	
from	our	employees.	He	said	that	flexibility	is	the	most	important	skill	for	the	future.	
New	starters	have	to	be	ready	to	enter	the	sector	generally	and	find	out	more	about	
what	jobs	and	positions	exist	within	it.	Like	architects,	you	have	to	be	ready	to	start	
with	the	‘unglamorous’	tasks.	Unlike	architects,	we	come	from	a	range	of	academic	
and	 professional	 backgrounds,	 and	 we	 have	 to	 apply	 the	 skills	 we’ve	 learned	
elsewhere	to	the	needs	of	each	project.	We	have	to	recognise	that	what	our	projects	
require	is	not	necessarily	what	we	wish	they	required.	He	noted	how	positive	it	is	to	
see	 increasing	 numbers	 of	 GCC	 nationals	 getting	 involved	 in	 the	 cultural	 sector,	
tapping	 into	 a	 great	 pool	 of	 enthusiasm.	 Barker	 Langham	 has	 done	 very	 well	 at	
bringing	 fresh	 people	 to	 the	 sector	 and	 encouraging	 them	 to	 work	 alongside	
established	 team-members	 in	 order	 to	 learn.	 Fergus	 recalled	 discussions	 about	
knowledge	 exchange	 during	 the	 conference,	 and	 underlined	 its	 importance.		
Generally,	 in	 the	 region,	 things	 are	 going	 in	 the	 right	 direction.	 It	 is	 particularly	
encouraging	 to	 see	 such	 passion	 for	 the	 creative	 industries	 and	 for	 culture.	 He	
mentioned	how	large	government	projects	can	perform	like	institutional	role	models.	
Ten	years	ago	parents	in	the	GCC	might	have	said	to	their	children	‘You	want	to	work	
in	a	museum?	What?’.	Now	they’re	more	likely	to	say	‘Oh,	a	museum	like	Louvre	Abu	
Dhabi!	What	a	good	idea!’.	
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Rehana	 Mughal	 (British	 Council)	 explained	 that	 often,	 when	 people	 come	 into	
institutions	they	have	to	do	a	lot	of	paperwork	and	be	involved	in	endless	internal	
meetings.	 This	 sometimes	 feels	 boring,	 but	 is	 a	 good	way	 to	 learn	 about	 how	 the	
institution	works,	as	well	as	learning	about	the	institution’s	culture	and	picking	up	
the	 skills	 they	 need.	 This	 should	 always	 be	 accompanied	 by	 internal	 on-the-job	
coaching.	It	takes	time,	but	it	is	necessary.	If	you	tell	a	new	starter	what	to	do,	they	
will	do	it,	and	they	will	probably	make	a	good	job	of	it.	If	you	explain	why	each	task	
has	to	be	done,	however,	they	will	also	understand	why	it	happens	that	way.	This	will	
make	it	easier	for	them	to	develop	within	the	institution.	At	the	British	Council,	there	
are	plenty	of	training	opportunities,	but	sometimes	the	best	way	to	learn	is	to	go	and	
watch	somebody	doing	the	job	in	question.	Rehana	underlined	how	exposure	to	the	
whole	of	the	field	you	are	working	in	is	important.	It	is	particularly	important	for	her	
staff	to	go	and	see	the	arts	in	the	region	they’re	working	in.	In	fact,	it	is	a	core	part	of	
their	 development.	 She	 explained	 that	when	new	people	 start	 in	 an	 institution	 or	
company,	they	should	feel	like	an	asset	and	be	valued	for	their	unique	perspective.	
Many	people	work	in	the	cultural	sector	because	they	know	the	value	of	it,	and	you	
cannot	 put	 a	 price	 on	 that.	 The	 key	 factor	 that	 encourages	 people	 in	 the	 creative	
industries	is	that	they	think	their	job	is	worth	getting	out	of	bed	in	the	morning	for.	
	
During	the	question	and	answer	session	after	the	panel	discussion,	several	interesting	
points	were	raised	about	the	diversity	of	work	available	in	the	creative	industries,	the	
importance	of	the	Arabic	language	in	creative	work	in	the	region,	and	the	lessons	that	
can	be	 learned	from	experiences	 in	other	countries.	One	excellent	point	was	made	
about	role	models.	While	we	have	a	lot	of	great	regional	role	models	in	the	arts,	what	
we	are	lacking	is	role	models	 in	arts	management.	This	 is	something	that	could	be	
improved	by	encouraging	people	to	study	and	work	in	arts	management	abroad,	and	
then	come	back	to	the	region,	bringing	their	skills	with	them.		
	
	


