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• Rethinking Cultural Centres in a European Dimension – a 
participatory research and action project 

  
•  Investigating cultural centres as important arenas for 

various forms of civic engagement and participation 

• Experimenting with participation in the research process: 
generation, dissemination and implementation of 
knowledge 

• Participation as our topic and method 



Cultural centres as important arenas? 
 

•  House of culture, centre for socio-culture, citizen-house, activity-
center… 

•  Aesthetic practices (spaces for exhibitions, rehearsal, 
performances, workshops – professional and amateur) 

•  Diversity (variety of users and user groups) 

•  Civic engagement (local environment) 

•  Involvement of volunteers  

•  Openness to bottom up initiatives 

Ø forms of participation that transgress access/attention (Morrone) & 
shared decision-making (Arnstein, Pateman, Carpentier) 

Ø Intersection of cultural, social and political participation? 



Participation in cultural centres but across 
different 
 

•  Forms (nominal, instrumental, representative, transformative) 
•  Motivations (legitimazion, efficiency, sustainability, innovation, 

empowerment) 
•  Levels (micro vs. macro)  
•  Spaces (invited vs. self-created) 
•  Modes (user, citizen, artist) 
•  Materialities (artefacts, discourses, performances)  
•  Intensities (depth vs. width, affective experience) 
•  Sharings of power (ownership, voice, exit) 

(cf. Nico Carpentier, Andrea Cornwall, Sarah White, Chris Kelty, 
Noortje Marres, Leila Jancovich a.o.)  



What we want to investigate  

•  To what extent do the 20 cultural centers understand themselves as 
arenas for citizen participation? 

•  What kinds of participatory activities are present/lacking in the 20 cultural 
centers? 

•  Which understandings of participation are expressed through these 
activities? 

•  Which potentials, dilemmas or challenges characterize these participatory 
practices?  

•  What are the relations between different types of participation and 
different organizational/funding models, regional contexts/histories and 
material/spatial frames? 



Experimental research / expert-citizen science 
 
•  20 fieldworkers/recorders provide data about participation in their own centres and 20 

others centres across Europe 

•  Survey 
•  Preliminary inductive typology of participation 
•  Recorder-seminar: 5 methods 

•  Interview 
•  Observation 
•  Document analysis 
•  Autoethnography  
•  Participatory mapping  

•  Fieldwork & analysis of data 
•  ShortCut conference on Cultural Participation in Aarhus: 17-19 May 2017.   
 
•  Interdisciplinary and cross-sectorial collaboration  

•  Practitioner-experts, various backgrounds, Cultural Centres in Denmark (KHiD), 
European Network of Cultural Centres (ENCC), Aarhus European Capital of Culture 
2017, Aarhus University. 



What we want to produce 
•  To make ‘participation’ visible as an issue to discuss, understand 

and develop 

•  Knowledge about cultural centers and the types of participation in 
the centers  

 
•  Dissemination of experiences and results  

•  Such as recorder presentations for the conference in 2017, reports, articles. 

•  Knowledge sharing between and training of recorders, researchers 
and hosts 
•  Through seminar, fieldwork, supervision, conference, exchange. 

•  Cultural exchange. 

•  A network to be developed for other purposes in the future? 



What is participation? 
•  a first preliminary analysis based on the texts, surveys and 

audiovisual material sent to us. 

•  “We think that exist different levels of participation and we 
believe that a cultural centre has a good participation when it 
creates the tools that the users need in each moment” (survey). 

 
•  Inductive approach: Let us not pre-define participation, but 

instead understand it through its uses. 

•  Focus: How is participation defined and understood in the 
material provided by the recorders? 



Types of participation 

Participation 

Cultural 
attention 

Co-decision  

Material co-
creation 

Creating 
publics 

Empowerment 

Social inclusion 



1. Cultural attention 
•  Participation as attending cultural activities.  
•  Stimulating participation = getting people to come to cultural events, 

to show up. 
•  Challenges: physical, economical, cultural barriers & heterogeneous 

interests/tastes 

  

“Good participation is when you attract all the target audiences you aim for: 
by making them visit your centre to see a performance or an exhibition, by 
making them participate in a course or workshop (…)” (survey) 





2. Engaging users/citizens in decision-making 

•  Participation occurs when users/citizens get a voice and are listened to in 
decision-making processes. 

•  Involving external authorities & internal decision-making. 

Challenge: we only work with organized citizens (those who belong t 
 
•  “Taking part in co-deciding the annual planning of the center” (survey). 

•  “One in which the audience is active, has a voice and can be part of 
influencing/creating something” (survey). 

•  Challenge: we only work with organized citizens (those who belong to 
associations) but we do not work with the whole citizenship (Nuria) 



3. Material co-creation 
• Making concrete things/events together (DIY, building, 

planning concrete events etc.). 

 

 
  





3. Material co-creation - self-organized 

•  “Last year some young people from Potsdam ask me and 
my colleague for a meeting. They say to us: ‘Nothing is 
going on in this boring city’. We looked at each other (my 
colleague and I) and thought about our 250 events a year. 
What can we do now? They had the idea to built  a new 
place to celebrate. We develop a new party series 
together, with new DJs, with new artwork, with a new 
audience coming to our place. In June we have one year 
celebration with these young people. They showed us the 
way – we implemented together.” (Sigfried) 



4. Creating communicative publics 
• Communicating with specific strangers/people different 

from oneself and/or with a wider, undefined public 

• Not that many examples…but communication is an aspect 
of many of the other examples 

 

 
  





5. Individual/social empowerment 
•  Activities that give people a sense of agency or autonomy and desire 

to engage further - an effect of other activities (which ones?) 

•  “Good participation is also the kind that inspires agency: individuals 
feel inspired to become creators of something similar, or maybe 
different - this means that they use the activity they take part in as a 
springboard for their own ideas, plans, they can imagine themselves 
as creator and innovators, and they can propagate this attitude to 
their peers, neighbors, colleagues, friends” (survey). 

•  “When users leave as a slightly more complete human :-)” (survey) 

•  “When people gain something for their own development, when they 
meet others and start to exchange stories about their lives, interests, 
make friends, and start to love the place as a part of their identity and 
quality of life” (survey) 

  





6. Social inclusion 
• Activities that include people in society and create a 

sense of social connection and being part of communities 

• An important effect of much participation 





6. Social inclusion 
A circle for people over 60 – some of whom also became 
volunteers, and now engage with our wider arts programme 
of events and films. However, it is more than this: for some 
of the participants, joining has given them a sense of 
purpose and a new lease of life. They openly say this. And 
you can see it unfold. So the most rewarding experiences 
for me are connected to creating and nurturing a longer 
relationship with the people who come to our venue, and 
treasuring the trust that is built up between the participants, 
tutors, staff and volunteers, the building itself and the ethos 
of the organisation as a whole (Linda) 



The impact of participation 

“participation concerns collective actions that form 
something larger so that those involved become part of and 
share in the entity created” (Chris Kelty et al.,2013, 5). 

 
Ø Changing/influencing the participants and 

Ø Changing/influencing  the cultural centre  

Ø Changing/influencing the recorders: their understanding of 
& practices in their own centres 

 



A centre- and life-changing experience? 

•  “in my first interview with the zumba workshop's teacher, Vassia, civil 
engineer in daytime, I met the ancient greek word "FILOTIMO" and 
better understood the spirit of being and doing the best for the others 
(...) this was a great moment for me comparing of our "professionalist 
and money funded" way of organising our own activities in our cultural 
center in Brussels, because it bring me back to the fundamentals of 
culture "shared and practiced here and now!“ (Michel) 

•  “For me the fieldwork has been a life-changing experience (…) All the 
tools I knew before the Reccord project were too expensive, too 
exhaustive; too resource-intensive for smaller scale projects and 
centres. Moreover, to me they seemed unable to grasp the intrinsic 
values that arts bring into the lives of people… Now, after the training 
and after testing the Reccord project’s tools in practice, I am thinking 
of a new direction to my quest for evaluation tools that could 
(hopefully) catch what arts mean to us and how they affect us as 
individuals, friend circles, communities and societies”. (Vassilka) 


