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CLAIRE WHITTAKER 
Serious is one of the UK’s leading producers and 
curators of live jazz, international music and new 
music. Its work ranges from major concerts, 
festivals, national and international tours, through to 
learning and participation programmes, conferences 
and specially-commissioned events - in total, 
Serious produces more than 800 events each year 
across the UK. Serious is committed to ensuring that 
music is accessible to all, and that artists have the 
opportunities they need reach their full potential. 

How Serious is 
leading change in 
the arts 
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Claire Whitaker is one of Serious’ three directors, and is responsible for the conception and production of high-
profile events. Serious is maintaining the quality and ambition of its artistic programme against the backdrop of 
building greater financial resilience, and responding to changes in the leadership team.  
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Our  understanding 
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Succession planning, together with some natural movement 
within the team has given the opportunity to restructure and 
recruit a more diverse and highly skilled team. 
 
“We are building our next 25 years, creating a collaborative, 
diverse, listening, learning culture where staff are 
empowered and where there are processes and structures 
in place to support the best possible decisions,” says Claire. 
 
“We are making a step-change in our management 
information to inform us how things are performing; and in 
entrepreneurship in terms of programming and fundraising. 
 
“We are all on a learning journey and we’ll all be 
working differently in a year’s time. 
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“My role is three-fold: keep the vision clear 
and jointly held with the team; listen and 
adapt to the views of our highly-skilled 
team; and bring my 25 years of knowledge 
to the present and the future. 
 
“The Change Creation programme 
creates a structure and the space for me 
to reflect on the progress of our change 
programme, and to learn new skills to 
ensure the programme is embedded and 
successful.” 
 
Serious’ partners and stakeholders are 
global, resulting in events such as the EFG 
London Jazz Festival, and others across the 
UK, Europe, Africa, and South East Asia; and 
resulting in partners such as BBC, EFG 
Private Bank, Aga Khan Foundation, The 
Foreign and Commonwealth Office. 
 
“Balancing the internal needs of the 
organisation and my externally-facing 
role brings the challenges of spending 
enough time with my team, and 
maintaining the strong and longstanding 
relationships with our stakeholders,” 
says Claire. 
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Serious is a unique force in the field of live music, working with more than 2,600 artists a year, reaching live 
audiences of more than 320,000 people, and a broadcast reach of more than 44,000,000 listeners and 
viewers. 

In  a  d iv ided society  we know 
we have the sk i l ls  to  br ing 
communit ies  together ]  
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It is a producer which devises and delivers world 
class one-off concerts, tours, festivals, talent 
development schemes, and learning and 
participation programmes across the UK and 
beyond. 
 
Serious’ knowledge of artists across the globe 
gives authority in and understanding of diverse 
audiences and cultures. 
 
“We are ensuring that Serious produces its best 
work, with quality, diversity, innovation and best 
practice at our core,” says Claire, who chaired the 
Royal Commonwealth Society for five years and has 
an MA in Cultural Leadership from City University, 
London. 
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“Serious has created, produced and toured British 
and international artists across all genres – building 
strong links with musicians and their partners. This 
means we can be confident in asking artists to play 
in special and unusual settings. 
 
“Our Learning programme focuses on working 
with schools and educational institutions, 
developing skills in music as well as raising 
aspirations, increasing confidence and inspiring 
personal progression. 
 
“Schools see improvements in attendance, 
behaviour and attainment in the children and young 
people who have worked with us. 
 
“We have also supported schools and Pupil Referral 
Units in meeting improvement targets and plans, 
and inspired young people to engage more deeply 
with music. 
 
“In a divided society we know we have the skills to 
bring communities together and create a national 
reach.” 
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Serious is one of the dozen Arts Council England 
National Portfolio Organisations receiving funding 
for jazz to 2022. 
 
The future looks entrepreneurial as Serious re-
examines all of its funding models to ensure they 
are supporting the art, the organisation, and 
Serious’ dedicated employees - all to make 
Serious resilient for the next 25 years. 
 
“Our area of work is not well funded and yet fulfils 
many of the things the funders say they want to do; 
the expectations on us are huge,” explains Claire. 
 

Ser ious ,  and the future / 

Our  area of  work ful f i ls  many of  the 
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Serious’ own portfolio is extensive for the size of 
organisation: producing and curating live jazz; 
festivals, tours, learning and participation, 
conferences, and commissioning music. 
 
“We have our challenges, such as people in 
power who dislike Jazz - but I take the 
challenges and turn them into a drive to do 
better,” says Claire. 
 
“I didn’t take a degree until my 40s, and I come from 
a background where many of my family have 
struggled with poverty and literacy. 
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“I may have lacked the training and confidence of an 
Oxbridge background, but I have tried to 
compensate through subject knowledge, 
experience, and sheer hard work. 
 
“My leadership journey with Change Creation is an 
exciting one - harnessing my ambition, meeting the 
challenges, and with lots of learning and listening. 
 
“I feel a huge sense of responsibility to audiences 
and to the sector to see real change over the next 
20 years of my working life.” 
 

“Claire has been part of building and leading an extraordinary organisation - Serious. She is bringing the same 
energy, clarity and insight to developing the organisation through it’s next phase as she does to the events and 
artists they support and develop. Leading change in ways that protect the precious essence while also enabling 
growth and development is a delicate and intuitive process, and Claire is clearly the only person for the job. I’m 
excited to see how the organisation evolves through this rigorous, stepwise process.” Richard Watts, Change 
Creation Programme Director.  
 
 
Change Creation, funded by Arts Council England, works with visionary organisations to create 
and embed transformational change. Designed and delivered by people make it  work, Change 
Creation involves and engages organisations to shape, test,  challenge and realise lasting change 
to increase resil ience across the sector.  
 


