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RICHES is a research project funded by the European Commission within the 7th Framework 
Programme in the domain of Socio-economic Sciences and Humanities. Its main objective is to 
reduce the distance between people and culture, recalibrating the relationship between heritage 
professionals and heritage users in order to maximize cultural creativity and ensure that the whole 
European community can benefit from the social and economic potential of cultural heritage (CH). 

RICHES is about change; about the decentring of culture and CH away from institutional structures 
towards the individual; about the questions which the advent of digital technologies are demanding 
that we ask and answer in relation to how we understand, collect and make available Europe’s CH.  

Access to Europe’s CH has been supported by governments through policies and funding 
programs developed to stimulate creative production and social participation. This is because 
cultural participation is linked to positive social effects, such as improving education and literacy 
when reading books. This policy brief will focus on the effects of two forms of government 
support: VAT regulation for CH goods and services and direct subsidies to CH organisations. 

Though most policies are drawn within a legal or cultural context, fiscal policies can also contribute 
to increase access to CH, for instance, by lowering the VAT rate for books. Setting special VAT 
rates for cultural goods and services has been widely criticized as a measure to support cultural 
participation because of three main reasons: (1) VAT rates cannot target a specific user group (e.g. 
children); (2) VAT rates cannot target a specific CH good (e.g. novels); and (3) benefits are greater 
to individuals with high cultural and economic capital. Nevertheless, special VAT rates for CH are 
an important government tool to stimulate certain consumer behaviour, in this case to pay for a CH 
good or service. 

VAT serves to tax consumption by individuals: the higher the consumption the higher the 
contribution to government expenditure or, with a reduced VAT rate, the higher the consumption 
the higher the benefit. A VAT reduction is meant to lower the payment incurred by the individual in 
a way that is similar way to receiving a direct subsidy by the government. However, fiscal policy 
and cultural policy follow a different set of guidelines. For example, a novel and a train timetable 
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are both considered book publications by the guidelines defining VAT, while cultural policy 
guidelines would only grant a subsidy to the novel. Similarly, e-books are not publications but a 
service, according to the VAT guidelines, while novels are increasingly being published in digital 
form and therefore subject to direct government subsidy. In contrast, distribution of film in cinemas 
makes no distinction between formats (digital or not). 

Critics of reduced VAT rates to support culture point to these inefficiencies, as well as to the high 
costs. It has been estimated that the cost of reduced VAT for books, journals and periodicals in 
2009 in the Netherlands was close to €600 million, nearly the entire national budget for arts and 
culture (€800 million).1 On the other hand, countries with high VAT rates for culture notice a decline 
in income due to a decrease in ticket sales. For example, in 2012, Spain experienced a 33% 
decrease in revenue by performing arts companies after the VAT rate was increased from a 
reduced to a standard rate. However, in the same period and with the same VAT rate increase, 
ticket sales in larger cities increased. 

Direct government subsidy to the CH sector continues to be of key importance in Europe. The 
effects can be identified in the number of performing arts companies and venues, in the efforts to 
digitise CH collections, and in the growing cultural industries. The CH sector has further played an 
important role in the economy, as can be seen in the growing creative industry sector found in 
urban centres.2 However, even though CH organisations and the CH sector have been identified 
as having enormous potential to contribute to Europe’s creative economy, the sector remains 
absent from the digital landscape, as evidenced by the last ENUMERATE survey, reporting less 
than 10% of digitised heritage as being available online. 

Those who support the digitisation of CH argue that it enables the CH organisation to open up their 
collections to a global audience and to position their vast collections in the online market of 
information, feeding innovation in all segments of the economy. This is because information flow 
and reuse stimulates the exchange of knowledge, in turn facilitating innovation.  

In the RICHES project, an analysis has been made of Europe’s changing environment, 
increasingly digital, where CH is produced, distributed and consumed, by considering the 
economic and fiscal dimension to CH. During this research project a new theoretical model was 
developed to explore the relation between the characteristics of different European countries and 
the effects of government support in VAT rates for CH organisations. This policy paper presents 
the results and outcomes of the research and describes the actions that can be taken to stimulate 
a CH-rich and CH-engaged European society. 

Fiscal Policy for Cultural Goods 

 
RICHES research on Europe’s fiscal policy for cultural goods and CH consumption in the past two 
decades shows that a reduced VAT rate can contribute to a reduction in price, in turn stimulating 
consumption. In the case of books, specifically, countries with a higher VAT rate report higher book 
prices in general, while Europeans spend more on books in countries with a lower VAT rate. When 
considering country characteristics of wealth, educational level, and population size to analyse the 
relation between VAT rates for culture and consumer behaviour, the following characteristics 
emerge: 
 

 Standard VAT rates follow a different pattern than VAT rates for culture, the latter being 
mostly reduced. This suggests there is total autonomy between cultural policy and fiscal 
policy. This is illustrated in the following maps, showing the VAT rates per country, the 
darker the area the higher the price for CH. 

                                                             
1 Hemels, 2009. 
2 Feldman, 1999. 
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 Reduced VAT rates lead to greater benefits for households that are wealthier, that have a 
higher level of education, and that are located in big cities rich in cultural activities.3 This 
demonstrates the limitations of using a reduced VAT for culture.  

 Countries with a higher educational level have higher VAT rates for books, newspapers 
and periodicals. This signals the need for a VAT reduced rate to stimulate literacy. 

 Countries with a higher educational level have lower VAT rates for admission to cultural 
services, performing arts, and services provided by artists. This suggests VAT reduced 
rates are most effective for affluent populations (affording higher cultural capital). 

 Countries with a lower VAT rate for books have a standard (non-reduced) VAT rate for e-
books. This indicates a conflicted approach to CH in the digital economy. 
 

   
 
 
European Cultural Organisations 
 
Government support to CH organisations increasingly includes support for the adoption of digital 
technologies: to support efficiency at work, to increase digital literacy, to foster transparency and to 
stimulate the economy. CH institutions, however, lag behind other industries in the adoption of 
digital technologies in their working practice. The share of European CH collections available 
online continues to be marginal even after 50 years of national and international efforts. When 
observing the country characteristics of wealth, educational level, population size and Internet 
access, compared to the characteristics of individual CH organisations, including size of staff and 
resources, organisational policy and use of collections, the following characteristics emerge: 
 

 CH organisations receiving government support, either through local or national 
government programs and schemes, have a greater share of digitised collections. This 
suggests CH organisations remain dependent on subsidies to innovate.  

 CH organisations with a higher reliance on incidental costs have a lower digitisation 
performance. This indicates innovation efforts benefit from a structural source of resources. 

 CH organisations with a specialised staff (ICT knowledgeable) are able to advance 
digitisation and availability of collections while lowering the cost of further digital efforts. 
This suggests digital literacy reaps long-term benefits.  

 CH organisations with a digitisation strategy (sustainability) perform better. This signals the 
importance of the use of policy to guide efforts at work.  

 European CH organisations have digitised 17% of collections, but only a portion is available 
online (7% of CH collections).4 See map bellow, where the darker shade represents greater 
share of digitisation. This represents a loss of opportunity for the consumer. 

 Countries with a higher level of education and digital literacy (access to the internet) have a 
higher availability of digital content. See map bellow, where the darker shade represents a 
higher internet penetration. This indicates a link between (digital) literacy and innovation. 

                                                             
3 Prieto-Rodriguez, et al., 2005. 
4 ENUMERATE, 2014.  



 
 

 

- EUROPEANPOLICYBRIEF - P a g e | 4 

 No other country characteristic shows a significant relation to digitisation of CH content. 
This reflects a lack of use of an abundant resource and reinforces the urgency to support 
financially the availability of CH collections online. 

 

 
 

 
 
Based on RICHES research, priority needs to be given to the following when considering the future 
of Europe’s CH landscape: 
 
Fiscal policy: 
 
Indirect government support in the form of reduced VAT rates for CH cannot substitute direct 
government support: it is an expensive and inefficient form of government support. Greater 
congruence of VAT rates as a tool to stimulate cultural participation and a country’s cultural policy 
are needed. This can be achieved by drawing cultural and fiscal policies and guidelines that accord 
with each other. A different VAT rate for paper or digital books is incongruent in a digital economy. 
 
We recommend the use of reduced VAT rates for CH only as a complement to direct 
support and in agreement with national cultural policies. 
 
Financing digitisation of CH:  
 
Structural government subsidy to CH organisations and professionals is needed to develop 
sustainable solutions and to stimulate innovation. Examples include the funding of an e-depot to 
preserve digital CH. Yet storing is not enough. The financing of CH is pointless when the CH 
content is locked-up: it must be made accessible in order to stimulate innovation in all sectors of 
the economy.  
 
We recommend ensuring structural financing to CH organisations to ensure the building of 
a digital heritage infrastructure and distribution of all digital CH.  
 
RICHES’ findings identified digital know-how (or digital literacy) as a key ingredient to guide digital 
efforts efficiently, to lower costs and to increase innovation. The impact in society is already visible 
in the cultural industries and all sectors of the economy – CH cannot be left behind – it is an 
essential ingredient to fuel the economy. 
 
We recommend nurturing digital literacy in all domains of society, including CH 
organisations and professionals.  
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Results are drawn from a combination of document analysis of previous research on the subject 
and of policy documents, together with a quantitative analysis of statistical data available at 
European level. Quantitative analysis was performed in the following three steps: we first focused 
on the fiscal policy developments across Europe for the past two decades to identify the potential 
benefits or caveats of using VAT as a fiscal instrument to support cultural policy. We examined the 
correlates of VAT rates across EU Member States in time, and the relations between VAT and 
prices, and expenditure.5 Results reveal the impact of taxation on the heritage market. Second, we 
analysed the current heritage market and its response to the adoption of digital technology in order 
to single out the conditions that support or inhibit innovation. Results reveal the impact of public 
support on the heritage market. For that, we studied the level of digitisation, the adoption of a 
digitisation policy and the use of heritage collections.6 Results are reported in detail in the RICHES 
deliverable D5.3 Fiscal and Economic Issues in the Digital Age. 

The quantitative analysis is based on the following eight datasets: (1) the VAT rates applied in the 

EU Member States covering the period from 1993 to 2014 (Taxations and Customs Union); (2) 

data on prices of cultural goods for the period 2003 to 2013 (ERICarts Compendium of Cultural 

Policies and Trends); (3) socio-demographic statistics for the period from 1993 to 2013, including 

population size, GDP per capita and educational attainment (Eurostat); (4) the political orientation 

(World Bank); (5) the state of digitisation at European heritage institutions in 2013 (ENUMERATE); 

(6) individual use of the Internet in 2013 (ITU); (7) collection exhibitions and museum visitor 

numbers from 1911 to 2010 (annual reports and TMS collections management system from the 

Dutch National Museum of World Cultures); and (8) online views to individual images (Wikimedia 

Foundation).  
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